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SUMMARY
The first community livestock auction in Iowa appears_to 
have been established in 1904. The number in operation in­
creased moderately from 1912 to 1929, but more rapid develop­
ment followed, reaching a peak in 1936 with 195 active auc­
tions. Although the establishment of auctions was stimulated 
by low prices for livestock that prevailed during the depres­
sion, and by uneven distribution of feed in' the state resulting 
from the drouths of 1934 and 1936, 25 auctions were being 
operated in 1929. Indications are that during the next 'few 
years the number of auctions in operation will decline.
Auctions are distributed throughout the state, the smallest 
number being found in the Northeast Dairy Area where they 
have been most recently established.
Cattle and calves are sold at auctions in Iowa in larger num­
bers than hogs or sheep. Of the cattle sold in 1936 at the 48 
auctions studied, farmers consigned 64 percent and livestock 
dealers 36 percent. Farmers consigned 73 percent of the hogs 
and 84 percent of the sheep and lambs. The balance was con­
signed by dealers, except for small numbers which were fur­
nished by cooperative livestock marketing associations.
Farmers purchased 46 percent of the cattle and calves sold 
at these auctions, dealers 46 percent, packers 8 percent. Farm­
ers bought most of the stocker, feeder and breeding animals, 
but some were bought by dealers who resold to farmers or 
others. Slaughter livestock was bought by dealers.
Few packers in Iowa have their own representatives buying 
at auctions but they doubtless obtain a rather large proportion 
of slaughter livestock bought at auctions by dealers. Farmers 
bought 68 percent of the hogs and 50 percent of the sheep and 
lambsj dealers bought 30 percent of the hogs and 47 percent of 
the sheep and lambs, and packers bought 2 percent of the 
hogs and 3 percent of the sheep and lambs.
At a few auctions the business is largely confined to stock 
consigned and bought by dealers. Operators of some of these 
auctions also buy and sell considerable livestock. Such prac­
tices are considered to be undesirable.
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Selling’ charges at 44 of the 48 auctions studied are a per  ^
centage'of gross sales while at four a specific rate per head is 
used. The most general commission rate is 3 percent, but 
3 /2 percent and 4. percent rates are common. While a few 
auctions make some reductions in rates as the numbers, or 
value, of animals from a single consignor increases, the grad­
uations for the most part are neither large nor consistent. 
When compared with conveniently accessible public stock- 
yards, the expense of selling small numbers of animals of low 
value is relatively less at auctions than at public stockyards. 
On the contrary, the expense of selling large numbers of ani­
mals of high value is relatively less at public stockyards than 
at auctions.
Of the 48 auctions studied, 38 had scales, and most of the 
livestock was sold by weight, whereas 10 auctions did not have 
scales and the stock was sold by the head. Several auctions 
have installed scales during the past 2 years, the demand for 
them having come from farmers.
Less than one-third of the auctions studied feed cattle before 
offering them for sale, and less than one-fourth of them feed 
hogs when delivered on the day of the sale. Some auctions do 
not feed but give the stock free access to water. When stock 
is accepted prior to the day of the sale auction companies pro­
vide feed.
A veterinarian appointed by the State Department of A g r i­
culture must inspect all livestock consigned to auctions. The 
duties of the inspector are to prohibit the sale of diseased ani­
mals, to quarantine animals which should be isolated from 
other livestock, and to supervise the cleaning and disinfecting 
of the barns and yards of the auction following each sale.
Even with these precautions, there are possibilities that di­
seases might be spread. The danger of infected trucks adds to 
existing hazards. A further requirement of state regulation is 
that scales must be tested by an official inspector at least once 
every 6 months.
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Community Livestock Auctions 
In Iowa1
By Sam H. Thompson2 and Knute Bjorka3
One hundred ninety-five community livestock auctions were 
operating in Iowa at the close of 1936. Of these, more than 
three-fourths had been established during the 4 years, 1933- 
36. Rapid development of auctions has not been confined to 
Iowa, but it has been general over a considerable part of the 
country. About 1,300 livestock auctions are operating in the 
United States, of which approximately 900 are located in the 
12 Corn Belt states. Because of the rapid development and 
the apparent increase in interest in auctions, a study of a repre­
sentative group of these markets operating in Iowa was under­
taken in the spring of 1937.
The terms “community livestock auction,” “ livestock auc­
tion,” “ community livestock sale,” “ community sale,” “ com­
munity auction,” and “auction,” are used interchangeably in 
referring to auctions. The term “community” suggests.that the 
field of service and place of residence of both sellers and„buyers 
are largely confined to an area not far removed from the local 
auction. Sales, however, often include livestock consigned 
from other states; buyers often come great distances.
Community livestock auctions, as used in this bulletin, re­
fer to sales held rather regularly at a given place. Occasion­
al sales, ordinary farm sales and special purebred sales are not 
included. Although some auctions handle horses, farm ma­
chinery, household furniture, seed, feed and other miscellan-
1. Project 376 of the Iowa Agricultural Experiment Station. The authors acknowl­
edge the cooperation given by operators of the 48 community livestock auctions who 
made available data relative to their business; of the many farmers in the state 
who furnished information on their 1936 livestock marketings; of Mr. L. B. Mann of 
the Farm Credit Administration, who participated in planning the study and collect­
ing the information; of Dr. H. A. Seidell, Chief of the Division of Animal Industry 
of the Iowa Department of Agriculture, and of county agents for furnishing informa­
tion relative to livestock auctions; and of those who have reviewed and criticized 
the manuscript for this report.
2. Research Professor, Iowa Agricultural Experiment Station.
3. Agricultural Economist, Bureau of Agricultural Economics, United States De­
partment of Agriculture.
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2;s
eous articles, this discussion will be confined largely to cattle, 
calves, hogs and sheep, because this is a study of auctions as 
livestock marketing institutions.
PURPOSES OF THE STUDY 
Purposes of this study are: (1) To trace the development of 
community livestock auctions in Iow a; (2) to ascertain the 
economic conditions which led to their establishment; (3) to 
ascertain their present status with respect to numbers, geo­
graphical location, relation to other marketing agencies, and 
the volume and character of the business handled; (4) to de­
termine the nature of their organization; (5) to describe the 
method of operation, and (6) to point out some of the possi­
bilities and some of the limitations of auctions as marketing 
agencies for livestock.
NATURE OF DATA
Personal visits were made by field representatives to 48 auc­
tions, and data relative to their development, organization and 
operation were obtained from the operators. During this 
time, a regular sale wras attended at each of these auctions. 
Location of the auctions included in the study is shown in fig. 
1. In addition to the data obtained from operators, informa-
Fig. 1. Community livestock auctions operating in Iowa at the end of 1936, with 
identification of those included in this study.
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Fig. 2. Community livestock auctions which ceased operation in Iowa between 1933 
and the end of 1936.
tion was obtained from 1,597 farmers in the state on the num­
ber of animals of each class and species they sold and bought 
at different types of markets in 1936, together with other in­
formation on auctions. This was obtained by mail reports and 
by personal visits to their farms.
Data on auctions were gathered during April, May and June, 
1937, the season of the year when the volume of liyestock 
marketed and sales attendance were small. Nevertheless, it 
is believed that the available services at auctions were appar­
ent at this time, and that the nature of the operations was 
clearly revealed. Since a considerable portion of the data ob­
tained from operators had reference to the year 1936, the vol­
ume of business, or the attendance at sales during the time 
the study was made had no effect on the earlier data.
The data were tabulated and analyzed by type-of-farming 
regions in Iowa with a view of determining if the organization 
and operation of auctions varied in different parts of the state. 
Regions used are those designated by farm management spec­
ialists of the Agricultural Economics Subsection at Iowa State 
College, the area enclosed in each region being shown in figs. 
1 and 2. Where significant regional differences were found, 
the data are presented by regions; otherwise, as state totals,
7
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DEVELOPMENT
PRESENT G EOGRAPHICAL D ISTR IBU TIO N  
Of the 195 community livestock auctions operating- in Iowa 
at the close of 1936, 62 were located in the Western Livestock 
Area, 45 in the Cash Grain Area, 31 in the Southern Pasture 
Area, 31 in the Eastern Meat Area, and 26 in the Northeast 
Dairy Area.
H ISTO R ICAL BACKGROUND  
First Auction
The first market day or combination sale in Iowa, resem­
bling- rather closely present day community auctions, appears 
to have been established at Union in 1904 by A. P. Mason. 
This agency has operated continuously since that time, al­
though with less regularity in recent years, in part, because of 
development of auctions in nearby towns. At the outset, sales 
were held once or twice a month, chiefly from September to 
March. On March 17, 1911, Mr. Mason, in advertising his 
seventy-ninth sale stated that the sale would begin at “ 10 
o ’clock a.m.” in a “heated, seated, and electric-lighted sale 
pavilion.”4 Volume of business at each sale during this; time 
was reported as ranging from $2,500 to $21,000.
Auctions Established Each Year 
The number of auctions established in the different type-of- 
farming areas in Iowa each year is shown in table 1. By 1916 
each type-of-farming area had one or more auctions operating; 
additional auctions were established during the next few years, 
particularly during and following 1930. In 1933 the auction 
barn movement developed rapidly throughout the state. In 
the Northeast Dairy Area, however, the development of auc­
tions got underway later and has gone forward slowly.
Operators of community livestock auctions, since August, 
1933, have been required by the Iowa State Department of 
Agriculture to obtain permits to conduct sales. The number 
of permits issued exceeds the number of auctions established. 
Permits are issued to operators of auctions. When auction
4. A copy of this advertisement appears in a 12-page booklet entitled “ Market 
Saies or Combination Sales and How to Conduct Them” by A. P. Mason, Union, May 
1, 1911. The booklet was prepared to answer inquiries from “ Auctioneers, Booster 
Qlubs, Commercial Clubs, and town and city officials,”
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TABLE 1. COMMUNITY LIVESTOCK AUCTIONS ESTABLISHED, GOING OUT 
OF BUSINESS AND OPERATING IN IOWA, BY YEARS, 1904-36.






























































































1912 2 ' . 1 3 4
1913 1 1 5-
1914 1 1 6
1915 6
1916 1 1 7
1917 7
1918.
1919 1 1 c>
1920 1 1 9
1921 9
1922 2 2 11
1923 1 1 12
1924 1 1 2 14
1925 1 1 2 16
1926 1 1 ■ 2 13
1927 1 1 2 . 20
1928 1 1 1 3 23;
1929 1 1 1 251
193Ö 1 5 1 1 8 33
1931 2 2 1 2 7 40
1932 2 4 2 2 10 50
1933 5 8 16 18 13 60** in  ; f  99
1934 8 20 13 27 10 78 30) 147
1935 9 13 18 27 10 77 3§J 136
1936 11 8 11 12 5 47 . . 3.3 195
Total 36 63 71 93 49 312 117 H
* Records are not available of auctions which were established and which went out of 
business prior to August, 1933. Indications are that this number was small.
** Auctions shown as being established in 1933 include 11 which may have been 
established earlier.
facilities are sold, the new owner is required to obtain a permit.
Records of the number of auctions established and the num­
ber going out of business, consequently, can be more reliably 
determined since that time than before. Year of establishment 
of 11 of the auctions for which permits were obtained in 1933 
could not be ascertained. They are shown in the table as being 
established in 1933, but some were probably established earlier. 
Some auctions may also have been established and have ceased 
operation prior to 1933. Information on these was not avail­
able, but the indications are that they were few in number.
Auctions Operating Each Year 
The number of community livestock auctions operating in
9
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Fig. 3. Community livestock auctions operating in 
each year, 1904-36.
IOWA STATE COLLEGE
tions were added to those already in operation.
A total of 117 auctions ceased operation between August, 
1933, and the end of 1936 (fig. 2). The number which ceased 
operation each year is shown in table 1. More than one-half 
of the auctions established in the Eastern Livestock Area had 
ceased operation by the end of 1936; the number ceasing oper­
ations in the Western Livestock Area was 31, in the Cash 
Grain Area 26 and in the Southern Pasture Area 18. Of the 
10 auctions that ceased operation in the Northeast Dairy 
Area, eight went out of business during 1936.
Several factors apparently haveTontributed to the develop-} 
ment ôf livestock auctions in Iowa. Some of these have tend-/ 
ed to stimulate auction marketing over a considerable areaJ 
in the United States, while others apply more particularly to 
Iowa and adjacent states affected by the drouth and resulting 
short feed crops during recent years,
During the past 2 decades, farmers and other buyers of live­
stock and marketing agencies have been alert to discover more 
economical and more convenient methods of marketing. These 
changes were influenced by the building of hard-surfaced 
roads with the accompanying increase of trucks for trans­
porting livestock, the development of more uniform grade 
standards for livestock and the establishment by the federal 
government of extensive and reliable facilities for collecting 
and disseminating market news.
REASONS FOR D E V EL O P M EN T
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Because 25 community livestock auctions were operating- in 
Iowa prior to 1930—the result of a slow but steady growth—it 
appears that even without the influence of the depression and 
the uneven distribution of feed caused by the drouths of 1934 
and 1936 the number of auctions established in Iowa would 
have experienced a steady growth during this period.
Conditions favoring the general establishment of livestock 
auctions developed in the early thirties. Livestock prices, re­
flecting the severity of the depression declined steadily during 
the 3 years, 1930-32. When prices are low, transportation 
and other marketing expenses constitute a larger proportion of 
the value of the livestock, and sellers tend to pay more atten­
tion to expenses than when prices are high. Because at most 
auctions the expense for selling is based on a percentage of the 
value of the animal, the expenses are relatively low when 
prices are low. Local auctions already in operation, therefore, 
became increasingly popular and others were established to 
supply the growing demand for near by market outlets. Some 
auctions were established to furnish operators employment.
The development of auctions already established, and the 
establishment of new auctions in Iowa, also were encouraged 
by the abnormal distribution of feed resulting from the drouths 
of 1934 and 1936, particularly severe in southern and western 
Iowa. These drouths forced liquidation of livestock in many 
sections of Iowa and in range states located farther west. 
Some farmers located in drouth areas who had a supply of 
feed bought immature and unfinished stock, and many of these 
animals were obtained at local auctions. Farmers from other 
areas, where the supply of feed was more plentiful, or dealers 
who resold to farmers in these areas, also bought some of the 
livestock offered for sale at auctions located in drouth sections. 
Some stocker and feeder animals were taken from the dry 
areas and sold at auctions located in areas where the feed sup­
ply was more plentiful. Some cattle and sheep from range 
states affected by drouth, and some stock pigs from Missouri, 
Nebraska and South Dakota also were sold at these auctions.
Local merchants in Iowa villages and cities played a consid­
erable part in the development of auctions. Seeing farmers in 
their trade territory, attending auctions and trading at neigh-
11
Thompson and Bjorka: Community livestock auctions in Iowa
Published by Iowa State University Digital Repository, 1938
284
boring towns led many merchants and their business organiza­
tions to encourage, and even to aid financially, the establish­
ment of livestock auctions in their own communities, often 
without giving proper consideration to existing economic need.
With reference to the auctions included in this study, 41 of 
the 45 operators who replied to this inquiry gave profit making 
as the dominant motive for establishing the auctions. Prior 
to establishing auctions the managers or principal partners of 
16 of them were livestock dealers, 15 were auctioneers, 1 was a 
commission agent at a public stockyard, 2 were managers of 
cooperative livestock shipping associations, 1 was a breeder of 
purebred hogs and 2 were farmers. Four did not give their 
previous occupations, but one reported that he wanted to make 
profitable use of his services, and three that they wanted to 
make use of certain facilities originally utilized for other pur­
poses. Operators of the other four auctions stated that the 
markets were started to protect the business community from 
inroads of auctions in other communities.
R ELA T IO N SH IP  TO O TH ER  M A R K ETIN G  AND  
ASSO CIATED  AGENCIES
Relationships between community livestock auctions in 
Iowa and other marketing agencies are extremely varied and 
complex. Auctions have in general been superimposd on the 
existing marketing structure in the producing territory, and 
relatively few of them have immediately replaced other local 
marketing agencies. In some cases, the relationships of auc­
tions to other marketing agencies are sharply competitive and 
in other cases only slightly so.
Local Cooperative Livestock Marketing Associations
Community livestock auctions do not compete sharply with 
local cooperative marketing associations handling livestock. 
Community auctions handle substantial numbers of stockers, 
feeders and breeding animals, as well as some slaughter cat­
tle and sheep. Local cooperative associations primarily 
handle slaughter livestock, particularly hogs. Slaughter hogs 
are not marketed extensively at livestock auctions.
The relative importance of the different kinds of livestock 
in terms of single-deck carload equivalents marketed at .697
12
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TABLE 2. DIFFERENT SPECIES OF LIVESTOCK HANDLED BY LOCAL 










Cattle and calves _ __ IS 71H og s____  ____ 84 27Sheep and l a m b s __ 1 2
Total . _ _ _____________ 100 100
* Expressed as percentage of total in terms of single-deck carload equivalents.
local cooperative associations in Iowa in 1924, and at 46 auc­
tions in 1936 are shown in table 2. These data are for different 
years, and consequently are not strictly comparable, but the 
situation with respect to cooperative associations is probably 
not greatly different from that of 1924.
Livestock Dealers
A rather close relationship exists between activities of com­
munity sales and livestock dealers. About one-half of the 
managers of the auctions studied buy livestock in the country 
to sell at their own auctions, and about one-third of them also 
buy livestock at their own auctions. Independent livestock 
dealers both buy and sell significant amounts of livestock.
Community auctions appear to have been responsible for an 
increase in the number of dealers who operate trucks. , Some 
unemployed men engaged in the trucking business. Net rev­
enues were small, but with the rise of auctions some truck 
operators began purchasing livestock from farmers to resell at 
auctions. Some truckers bought at auctions and tried to sell 
their purchases at a profit elsewhere.
With the development of auctions, some farmers who for­
merly sold to dealers considered it advantageous to have the 
animals at an auction where they might be bid on by several 
prospective buyers. Most of the dealers operating trucks also 
transport livestock for hire, and at many of the larger auctions 
it is not uncommon on sale days to see from 30 to 50 trucks.
The speculative role played by dealers at community auc­
tions is not essentially different from that of the trader or spec­
ulator at public stockyards. Both engage in buying and selling 
operations with the hope of making a profit. Speculators at
13
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public stockyards may ship their purchases to other markets, 
but they probably sell most of them at the same market where 
they buy. Speculators who buy at auctions are likely to resell 
elsewhere. Some cattle are bought by dealers at auctions and 
resold at other auctions, or at public stockyards, and some are 
bought at public stockyards and resold at auctions.
Public Stockyards
Marketing services available at auctions have many points 
in common with those available at public stockyards. These 
agencies are only moderately competitive for some types of 
business but sharply competitive for others.
For small lots of locally produced stocker, feeder and breed­
ing animals, the location of many auctions seems to be of defi­
nite advantage to sellers because of transportation economies.
For stocker and feeder animals, public stockyards have long 
enjoyed the traditional prestige of being important outlets for 
ranchers and important sources of supply for farmers and feed­
ers specializing as finishers of livestock. The claim has been 
made that a broader market is more consistently available to 
both sellers and buyers at a public stockyard. In recent years, 
however, some of the livestock from the range has moved 
through new channels in going to feedlots, and the auction 
market has become increasingly important as one of the new 
agencies of distribution. From the standpoint of transpor­
tation service and cost, the auction appears to be in a rel­
atively strong position.
Public stockyards appear to be well adapted for handling 
finished slaughter animals. A considerable amount of live­
stock sold through public stockyards is bought by packers lo­
cated at the yards, and experienced order buyers are available 
to make purchases for slaughterers located at more distant 
points. Although most auctions sell relatively few slaughter 
animals, some handle a significant volume of slaughter cattle 
and calves.
Improved Roads and Truck Transportation
Improvement in public highways and the accompanying 
development of truck transportation have been responsible for 
many of the changes in livestock marketing which have taken
14
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TABLE 3. AVERAGE NUMBER OF ANIMALS OF EACH SPECIES OF LIVE­
STOCK SOLD AT 46 AUCTIONS, CLASSIFIED BY TYPE-OF-FARMING 
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Sheep & la m b s___
Horses & m ules___
place in recent years. Without good roads and truck trans­
portation, livestock auctions could not have developed to the 
extent that they have in Iowa.
Trucks serve as transportation agencies of great flexibility 
and high utility for handling livestock, particularly small lots. 
Trucks operating in a territory having a network of good 
roads need not follow prescribed routes, nor need they operate 
according to fixed time schedules. For transporting livestock 
moderate distances trucks appear to be relatively economical.
LIVESTO C K  SOLD A T  AU CTIO N S
Number of Animals Sold at Auction
Cattle and calves are sold at community auctions in Iowa 
in larger numbers than other kinds of livestock. Table 3, based 
on records for 1936 from 46 auctions, shows the average num­
ber of animals of each species sold per auction in the different 
type-of-farming regions in the state.
Cattle and calves are combined in these tabulations because 
the information usually appears in this form on the records of 
the auction companies. At 15 auctions for which cattle and 
calves were reported separately, calves were found to repre­
sent about 10 percent and cattle 90 percent of the combined 
totals. These percentages should be considered only approx­
imate because it appears that no uniform classification is main­
tained by auction operators. Data for sheep and lambs also 
are shown together.
Purebred animals do not appear to constitute a large pro­
portion of the breeding animals offered at auctions. Some­
times a limited number of head is sold at the regular sales. In 
other cases, special purebred sales are scheduled. Many breed-
15
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ers of purebred livestock do not consider the regular auction 
sales as satisfactory outlets for the sale of their animals.
Classification of Cattle Marketed at Auctions
Of the total number of cattle (including calves) sold at 46 
auctions in Iowa in 1936, 45 percent constituted animals which 
were bought for slaughter, and 55 percent were stockers, feed­
ers and breeding animals (fig. 4 and table 4). The proportion 
which slaughter animals are of the total varies somewhat by 
regions within the state. The sale of slaughter cattle is rela­
tively small in the two heavy feeding areas, the Eastern Live­
stock Area and Western Livestock Area, probably because 
resident feeders tend to make relatively greater use of public 
stockyards in disposing of cattle. Fat stock is sold, however, 
in considerable numbers at a few of the auctions in the state.
Slaughter cattle comprise beef steers and heifers, fat cows, 
cutters, veal calves and other animals having a varying degree 
of finish. Stockers and feeders go to farms and feedlots for 
further growth and finishing, and breeding animals go to 
farms to become a part of the production herd. Some of the 
cattle bought for slaughter would have been purchased for
TABLE 4. AVERAGE NUMBER OF CATTLE AND CALVES HANDLED PER 
AUCTION, GROUPED ACCORDING TO CLASS OF LIVESTOCK, ORIGIN 
AND LOCATION OF AUCTIONS, 1936.
Northeast Eastern Cash Western Southern
Dairy Livestock Grain Livestock Pasture Iowa














handled _ _____- 9,700 10,770 11,515 5,721 12,486 10,219
For slaughter___
Stockers, feeders &
5,475 3,878 5,662 2,029 6,023 4,626
breeding animals 4,225 6,892 5,853 3,692 6,463 5,593
Forwarded from
ranges _______ __ 1,893 1,896 1,950 200 0 1,371
Produced in Iowa 2,332 4,996 3,903 3,492 6,463 4,222
Percentage of Average Number
For slaughter__ 56 36 49 ■35 48 45
Stockers, feeders & 
breeding animals 44 64 51 65 52 55
Forwarded from 
ranges . _________ 20 18 17 3 0 13
Produced in Iowa 24 46 34 61 : 52 41
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Fig. 4. Proportion of each species of livestock bought for slaughter, and as Stock­
ers, feeders and breeding animals at 46 auctions in Iowa, 1936.
further feeding- if 1936 feed supplies had been more plentiful.
The number of animals of the different classes for each 
species of livestock marketed is based on estimates for each 
auction made by its operators. Although individual estimates 
may be subject to some error, the summary is significant in 
indicating the relative importance of different classes of ani­
mals marketed at auctions. This information is based on the 
number sold at each auction. Thus, animals sold at different 
auctions more than once were counted each time sold.
Although auctions in the Eastern Livestock Area and the 
Western Livestock Area handle relatively large numbers of 
cattle which go to the farm as stockers, feeders and breeding 
animals, these areas differed greatly as to the origin of such ani­
mals in 1936. In the Eastern Livestock Area, 18 percent of all 
cattle sold at auctions were forwarded from ranges, whereas 
in the Western Livestock Area, receipts from ranges repre­
sented 3 percent. This difference may be accounted for by the 
drouth which resulted in a shortage of feed in the western area.
Classification of Hogs Marketed at Auctions
Four-fifths of the hogs marketed at these auctions in 1936 
were bought as stockers, feeders and breeding animals, and 
one-fifth was bought for slaughter (table 5). Slaughter hogs 
included stags and sows as well as butcher animals. Relative­
ly more hogs were bought for slaughter in the Western Live­
stock Area and the Southern Pasture Area than in other parts 
of the state. This was doubtless, because many immature and 
unfinished hogs from the southern and western parts of the 
state were sold at auctions in other areas of the state where
17
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TABLE S. AVERAGE NUMBER OF HOGS HANDLED PER AUCTION, GROUP­
ED ACCORDING TO CLASS OF LIVESTOCK, ORIGIN AND 
LOCATION OF AUCTIONS, 1936.
Northeast Eastern Cash Western Southern
Dairy Livestock Grain
Classification Area Area Area Area (46of animals (6 (11 (15 (8 (6 auctions)
auctions) auctions) auctions) auctions) auctions)
Number
Average number 
handled - ______ 4,333 6,909 9,300 7,044 15,224 8,461
For slaughter 62S 1,057 1,388 1,669 4,947 1,723Stockers, feeders & 
breeding animals 3,708 5,852 7,912 5,375 10,277 6,738
Forwarded from
other states ____ 1,729 1,573 2,804 950 233 1,712
Produced in Iowa 1,979 4,279 5,108 4,425 10,044 5,026
Percentage of Average Number
For slaughter__ 14 15 15 24 32 20Stockers, feeders &
breeding animals 86 85 85 76 68 80
Forwarded from
other states 40 23 30 13 2 20
Produced in Iowa 46 62 55 63 66 60
the feed supply was more plentiful. Substantial numbers of 
stock pigs that came from South Dakota, Nebraska and Mis­
souri were sold at auctions located in regions outside the 
Southern Pasture Area and Western Livestock Area.
Information regarding the extent to which the inter-regional 
movement of stock hogs in Iowa took place during that year 
is only fragmentary. Operators of four auctions in the Eastern 
Meat Area and Cash Grain Area estimated that about as many 
feeder hogs came from the western and southern parts of the 
state as were received at these auctions from other states.
Classification of Sheep Marketed at Auctions 
Of the sheep marketed through these auctions, slightly more 
than one-half of the total number was reported as going back 
to farms as Stockers, feeders and breeding animals, and slight­
ly less than one-half was sold for slaughter (see table 6). The 
sale of sheep for slaughter was relatively more important in 
the Northeast Dairy Area than in other parts of the state. 
Practically all of the sheep sold at auctions in the state origi­
nated in Iowa, about 2 percent being forwarded from ranges.
Sheep production is most important in the Southern Pasture 
Area, and the auctions located in this area handled consider-
18
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TABLE 6. AVERAGE NUMBER OF SHEEP HANDLED PER AUCTION, GROUP­
ED ACCORDING TO CLASS OF LIVESTOCK, ORIGIN AND 
LOCATION OF AUCTIONS, 1936.
Northeast Eastern Cash Western Southern
Dairy Livestock Grain Livestock Pasture Iowa












handled _ ____ 800 1,875 884 412 4,489 1,498
For slaughter____ 690 764 472 185 1,703 681
Stockers, feeders & 
breeding animals 110 1,111 412 227 2,786 817
Forwarded from
ranges ____ ______ _ 3 93 _ 31
Produced in Iowa , 110 1,108 319 227 2,786 786
Percentage of Average Number
For slaughter _____
Stockers, feeders &
86 41 53 45 38 45
breeding animals 14 59 47 55 62 55
Forwarded from
ranges __________ - (a) 11 __ __ 2
Produced in Iowa 14 59 36 55 62 53
(a) Less than one-half of 1 percent.
ably larger numbers than were handled at auctions in other 
parts of the state. On account of feed shortage in 1936, some 
sheep moved from the southern and western parts of the state 
and were sold at auctions located in other parts of Iowa.
ORGANIZATION
N ATU R E OF O W N E R SH IP
Of the 48 auctions studied, 15 were owned by single indi­
viduals, 28 were partnerships and 5 were incorporated. No 
auction in Iowa at the time the study -was made was owned 
and operated cooperatively by producers. The number of 
members constituting a partnership varies from two to five, 
two-thirds of the partnerships being represented by two mem­
bers. Partnerships with four and five members are unusual.
Although most auctions hold sales only 1 day each week, 
operators usually devote all of their time to the auction busi­
ness. Operators who deal in livestock on their own account 
often spend considerable time in acquiring stock in the country 
or in attending other sales to make purchases. Operators who 
do not buy livestock on their own account often devote a large 
part of their time soliciting consignments from farmers. They
19
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may also attend sales at other auctions in the community to 
observe how these sales are conducted and prices being paid.
N ATU R E OF BUSINESS AT AU CTIO N S  
The commodities sold and the relative importance of each 
differs considerably among individual auctions. At one-fourth 
of the auctions studied sales are confined to livestock, where­
as at three-fourths of them miscellaneous articles also are sold. 
Horses are sold at nearly all auctions, and at some they repre­
sent a substantial proportipn of the total business. Weekly 
horse sales are held at a few auctions.
Miscellaneous products sold usually are variable in nature, 
comprising in many cases anything that consignors wish to 
offer.
Total Value of Business in 1936 
Total value of the business of the individual auctions for 
which records for 1936 were obtained varied from about 
$40,000 to more than $1,000,000. The yearly business of some 
auctions not studied was probably considerably less than 
$40,000 (table 7).
TABLE 7. CLASSIFICATION OF AUCTIONS ON BASIS OF VOLUME OF
BUSINESS, 1936.
...







Average volume of the business at these auctions amounted 
to $346,176 in 1936. Operators of 17 auctions had a total 
business each of less than $200,000, five of which amounted to 
less than $100,000. A business of $600,000 or over was con­
ducted at each of four auctions.
Relative Importance of Different Groups of 
Commodities Handled
Of the total sales value of all commodities sold at auctions, 
the proportion represented by livestock is the most important. 
As shown in table 8, at the 44 auctions for which this informa­
tion was obtained in 1936, livestock (comprising cattle, calves,
20
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TABLE 8. AVERAGE VALUE OF BUSINESS PER AUCTION, CLASSIFIED BY 
GROUPS OF COMMODITIES, 1936.
Groups of commodities




Livestock (excluding horses and mules) $303,706 88
Horses and m u les__  _ ___ 37,650 11
Miscellaneous com m odities___ 4,820 1
Total ___  _ _ ____  __ $346,176 100
hogs and sheep) constituted 88 percent of the total, horses 
and mules 11 percent, miscellaneous commodities 1 percent.
Individual auctions vary considerably in the relative pro­
portions of the different commodities which they handle. Live­
stock (excluding horses and mules) ranged among auctions 
from 57 percent to more than 99 percent of the total. At more 
than one-half of these auctions, however, livestock represented 
90 percent or more of the business.
The sale of horses and mules constituted 20 percent or more 
of the total at nine auctions, whereas at 15 auctions this busi­
ness amounted to less than 5 percent of the total. At five auc­
tions where weekly horse sales were held either during part or 
all of the year, the gross sales of horses and mules amounted to 
an average of 21 percent of the total business.
At many of the auctions where miscellaneous commodities 
are sold, their value usually is small. At only 10 auctions did 
the sale of miscellaneous commodities amount to 3 percent or 
more of the total, the highest being 10 percent.
Maximum Volume of Livestock Handled Per Sale 
Volume of livestock handled at different sales of the same 
auction varies considerably during the year. This variation is 
partly seasonal, being smallest during the spring and summer, 
and is partly affected by conditions of the roads and weather. 
Of the 48 auctions, 18 reported that they sold 500 or more 
head of cattle and a relatively large number of other kinds of 
livestock at one or more of their sales in 1936. Of this group, 
four sold 1,000 head or more of cattle at one sale together with 
relatively large numbers of other livestock. One auction re­
ported a maximum of 1,600 head of cattle at one sale, one re­
ported 2,250 hogs, and one reported 2,200 sheep.
LO C A TIO N  OF A U CTIO N  FAC ILITIES  
Of the 48 auctions, 31 are located within the corporate limits
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of towns and 17 are located outside, usually just outside.
Twenty-two of the auctions contacted have their barns lo­
cated adjacent to railroads so that facilities are available for 
loading- and unloading livestock by rail. Some auctions 
which have no railroad facilities adjacent to their barns use 
railroad yards in others parts of the town for unloading live­
stock shipped to the sale, or for loading livestock shipped out 
by rail.
Most of the barns and other physical facilities used for auc­
tion purposes are located on land owned by individuals, but 
some are established on other land. The auctions included in 
this study are located as follows:
Private la n d_____________ 34
Railroad land___________  8
Fairgrounds__ _________  4
Other la n d ______ ______  2
Total __________ 48
COST OF AU CT IO N  FACILITIES
Of the 47 auctions from which this information was obtained, 
operators reported that at 27 the facilities are exclusively 
owned by the auction companies, at 8 the auction companies 
own part of the facilities and rent part, and at 12 the com­
panies rent all of the facilities. Those designated as “ other” 
in the table above refer to one auction which is held in a sale 
barn rented from a purebred livestock association, and to an­
other which is held in privately owned facilities which are 
built on land owned by the town.
Average cost of the facilities exclusively owned by auction 
companies is $7,276. Auction companies which own part and 
rent part reported that the owned facilities cost on the average 
$3,444, and an additional $299 is paid annually for the use of 
facilities rented from others. When all the facilities are rent­
ed, the average amount paid annually by the seven auctions 
which furnished this information was $386. Three other auc­
tion companies also pay rent but the amount is based on their 
income, and consequently is not fixed. One pays one-third, 
and one pays one-half of the net income of the auction, and 
one pays one-half of 1 percent of the yearly gross income.
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TABLE 9. AUCTION FACILITIES OWNED EXCLUSIVELY BY 27 AUCTION 
OPERATORS, CLASSIFIED ACCORDING TO COST TO THE OPERATOR.
Cost of facilities _______  | Number of auctions
4
$ 1 nm to if 5 999 _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  - 7
6
<f 9’non to if11 999 _ _ _ _ _  __ _ _ _ _ 5
5
Total _________________________________1------------i---------------- 27
Investment in facilities used by different auction companies 
differs widely in amount, ranging from less than $1,000 to 
more than $12,000. A classification of the cost of facilities ex­
clusively owned by the auction companies is shown in table 9.
pH. 5. Cars and livestock trycks parked near auction barn on day of sale,
A R EA OF LAN D  A V A IL A B L E  
Amount of land available in conection with auction barns 
varies greatly. Some have no land beyond that which is occu­
pied by barns, whereas others have several acres of ground. 
The land area available for auction purposes to 40 of the sales 
companies for which this information was reported is classi­
fied in table 10. This shows that 17 have less than 1 acre of 
ground, and 12 have 5 acres or more.
Auctions located inside town limits, particularly those which 
are near business sections, usually have only small areas of land 
available for their facilities. At a few auctions, facilities are 
not sufficient to accommodate all the livestock consigned on a 
given day. Auction companies whose barns are located out­
side the towns tend to have plenty of available land area.
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TABLE 10. LAND AVAILABLE FOR AUCTION PURPOSES, CLASSIFIED 
ACCORDING TO AREA.
__________________ Area available
Less than acre ______________________
Y i acre and over, but less than 1 acre - 
1 acre and over, but less than 5 acres _ 
5 acres and over, but less than 10 acres 
10 acres and over _______________ ______






N ATU R E OF FACILITIES
Sale barns and other facilities used for auction purposes 
differ greatly as to general design, arrangement, adaptability 
and size. Barns constructed in recent years are generally bet­
ter arranged and consequently better suited to this purpose 
than are those constructed earlier, or those remodeled from 
other buildings. Outside pens for holding livestock usually 
are provided. The area covered by barns and pens is less than 
10,000 square feet at approximately one-half of the auctions 
visited, but is greater than this at the others.
Twenty-one of these auctions are conducted in sale barns 
built originally for auction purposes, and 27 are conducted in 
sale barns which have been remodeled from other buildings.
Several of the more desirable sales barns built in recent 
years are similar in arrangement and design, being represented 
by the one shown in fig.'6.
The floor plan of the barn in fig. 6, which is well arranged for 
auction purposes, is shown in fig. 7. Some barns of other types 
are also satisfactory for auction purposes, but it is doubtful if 
any structure has been designed which is more generally ac­
cepted as an ideal sale barn than the type shown in fig. 7.
Sale Pavilion
The sale pavilion is the place in which the livestock is offer­
ed for sale. It usually constitutes a separate room designed for 
this purpose, and may be a part of the sale barn, or it may be 
in a separate building adjacent to the barn. Sale pavilions 
vary in size but at the more modern barns dimensions range 
from about 40 feet to 60 feet each way, the shape usually being 
square, rectangular or octagonal. The pavilion contains a sale 
ring around which seats are provided for the accommodation 
of buyers, sellers and others. An auctioneer’s box usually is
24
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Fig. 6. A modern auction barn.
located inside the ring but sometimes it is located just outside.
Some sale pavilions provide an abundance of natural light; 
artificial light is often used during the sale even if the natural 
light is good, because artificial light tends to be more uniform.
Some sale pavilions are artificially heated during cold weath­
er; some have pipeless furnaces or forced hot air circulation 
systems. A limited number of pavilions have amplifiers.
Sale Ring
The sale ring is the enclosure in the sale pavilion in which 
animals are displayed while being sold. These enclosures vary 
in size and shape as well as in arrangement. Some sale rings 
are square and others rectangular in shape. Medium-sized 
rings ranging from 16 to 24 feet square appear satisfactory.
At several barns where special horse sales are held, or where 
the sale of horses constitutes an important portion of the 
combined sale, the sale rings are so planned that the two op-
AGRICULTURAL ECONOMICS CHART A -37130 ,oy^  STAT?
Fig, 7, Floor plan of a, well arranged auction barn,
25
Thompson and Bjorka: Community livestock auctions in Iowa
Published by Iowa State University Digital Repository, 1938
298
W
Fig. 8. Another auction barn.
posite sides may be removed, thereby providing runways of 
from 40 to 60 feet in length.
A well-constructed sale ring usually is made of heavy wire 
netting supported by durable steel or wooden posts on which is 
built a framework of steel piping or of strong dimension lum­
ber. Aside from being durable, a desirable sale ring is built 
so that the animals inside will be in full view of the people 
occupying the seats. Sale rings in all but two of the barns 
visited are so constructed and arranged that the stock can be 
satisfactorily inspected from the seats.
Desirable sale rings are so located and arranged as to per­
mit livestock to enter and leave without delay. This requires
two doors. ...... .........
( A u ctioneer’s Box ^
The auctioneer’s box is a small elevated enclosed platform 
occupied by the auctioneer while selling livestock. It also 
accommodates one or two clerks. It is usually located at one 
end of the sale ring. Where there are two doors between 
the barn and the sale ring, the auctioneer’s box is commonly 
located between them. At some barns the auctioneer’s box is 
placed outside the ring, and at others no box is provided, but 
the auctioneer circulates among the stock in the ring.
Seating Arrangement and Capacity 
Sale pavilions are provided with seats which usually ac­
commodate all or a large- proportion of those in attendance. 
The seats in the more modern barns are arranged in, rows 
along the three sides of the sale- ring and usually in the form
26
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TABLE 11. SEATING CAPACITY AT AUCTIONS, CLASSIFIED ACCORDING TO 
THE NUMBER OF PEOPLE ACCOMMODATED.






Total —-------------------------------------------------------------- -— — — 48
of an amphitheater. The rows of seats as they extend back 
from the sale ring- are elevated so as "to permit a better view 
of the animals in the ring. Except for a few of the pavilions, the 
seating facilities and their arrangement appear to be satisfac­
tory.
The seating capacity in pavilions of the auctions studied, as 
reported by the operators, ranged from 150 to 1,000, the varia­
tion being shown in table 11. At all auctions the attendance 
frequently is in excess of the number that can be seated.
Pens and Alleys
Pens provided at auctions are of two general types: Those 
under cover, which are located in the sale barn, or in adjacent /
sheds; and open pens which are located outside the barn and 
which have no cover. At some auctions, all pens are under 
cover. Where the area occupied by covered pens is limited, 
it is ordinarily used for the accommodation of hogs, veal calves 
and horses, and whatever space is left is used for cattle.
Pens vary in size, and consequently in the number of ani­
mals which each can accommodate. Those under cover will 
ordinarily hold from 3 to 15 head of mature cattle and corres­
pondingly larger numbers of smaller animals. Box stalls are 
sometimes provided for the accommodation of bulls, horses or 
milk cows. At some barns, temporary partitions are placed in 
a few pens so as to keep small consignments separate. The 
more common practice, however, is to put as many animals in 
each pen as can be accommodated, the animals furnished by dif 
ferent consignors being properly identified. Open pens vary 
greatly in size, some accommodating carload lots.
The number of pens under cover and the number of open 
pens at the auctions included in the study are given in table 12.
Of the auction operators interviewed, 26 stated that it is nec­
essary at times when consignments are large to accommodate
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TABLE 12. LIVESTOCK PENS AVAILABLE AT AUCTIONS. CLASSIFIED AC­
CORDING TO THE NUMBER UNDER COVER AND THE NUMBER 
OF OPEN PENS AT EACH AUCTION.
Number of pens
;
Number of auctions with
Pens under cover Open pens
None __  _ _ 0 0Less than 2 0 _____ 7 2120 to 39 _______ 15 1340 to 5 9 _________ 16 3
60 and over _______ 10 2
Total ________ 48 • 48
livestock outside of pens, whereas 22 reported that they have 
sufficient pen facilities to take care of all their livestock.
Construction Material of Pens
Pen enclosures were constructed of wood at 44 of the 48 
auctions studied. At two auction barns, a combination of 
wood and wire netting- was used. Concrete blocks were used 
at one auction and brick at another. Pens at several barns 
were constructed from hardwood lumber sawed from native 
timber. Some auctions have pens built of 1-inch pine boards, 
but these lack durability and strength.
Floors in the pens were built of various materials. Of the 
auctions studied, 17 have some kind of hard surface material 
on all or part of the floors in the sale barn. Materials used in­
clude concrete, wood and brick. The other 31 barns have 
floors of dirt, some of which are covered with gravel, cinders 
or'crushed limestone rock, the covering- often being- thin. The 
floors of uncovered pens were invariably not hard surfaced, 
consequently many are muddy in rainy weather.
Arrangement of Pens and Alleys
General arrangement of pens and alleys, particularly as they 
affect the facility with which animals can be moved to differ­
ent parts of the barn, in and out of the sale ring, and to and 
from the scale differs considerably. The general arrangement 
of pens and alleys and the location of sale rings and scales at 
auctions visited were rated good or better at 18 auctions, fair 
at 13 and poor at 14.
With respect to the state of repair, degree of cleanli­
ness, lighting condition, etc., the rating at auctions visited was 
good or better for 26, fair at 14 and poor at 8 of the auctions.
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Unsatisfactory light and, to some extent, unsatisfactory ar­
rangement make it difficult, at some barns, to properly inspect 
the stock in the pens.
Scales
Of the 48 auctions, 38 are provided with scales, and at these 
markets most of the stock is sold by weight. Ten auctions 
have no scales and sell livestock by the head. Scales are less 
common at auctions in the Southern Pasture Area.
Scales are located adjacent to or near the sale ring at 28 of 
the 38 auctions. This facilitates the movement of stock since 
it is weighed immediately after it is sold. Variation in scale 
capacity is shown below for 37 of the 38 auctions equipped
with scales.
Capacity less than 10,000 pounds___ __ 6 auctions
Capacity of 10,000 pounds____________ 14 auctions
Capacity of 20,000 pounds____________ 16 auctions
Capacity of 40,000 pounds----------------  1 auction
Scales are under cover at 33 of the auctions, being located in 
the sale barns or in adjoining buildings.
Weights were recorded to the nearest 5 pounds at 26 auc­
tions and to the nearest 10 pounds at 7 (table 13). The varia­
tion in the refinement with which weights are recorded is in 
some cases due to the graduations of the scale, and in other 
cases to the difference in the reading of the beams.
Operators at 17 auctions furnish buyers with' duplicate scale 
tickets ; at a few auctions, weight tickets are furnished regular­
ly to both buyers and sellers, and at others they are furnished 
only upon request. This type of scale helps reduce errors and 
tends to create added confidence in weighing on the part of 
buyers and sellers, and there is a tendency toward an increase 
in their use.
TABLE 13. METHOD OF RECORDING WEIGHTS AT 38 AUCTIONS.
Nearest 1 pound ------
Nearest 2 or 2 pounds
Nearest 5 pounds* -----
Nearest 10 p ou n d s-----






One auction reported that weights of single animals were recorded to the nearest 5 
pounds, and of bunches to the nearest 10 pounds.
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Unloading and Loading Chutes 
Most auction barns are reasonably well provided with un­
loading chutes to take care of the usual supply of livestock 
received. A limited number of chutes is more likely to cause 
delay at the time the stock is removed after the sale, than when 
it is delivered to the barn before the sale.
Where the chutes are located away from the barn, small 
houses are provided for the shelter of the helpers who handle 
the stock, these being heated during periods of cold weather.
OPERATION
CHARGES FOR M AR K ETIN G  LIVESTO C K  AT AUCTIONS  
Before discussing the physical operation of livestock auc­
tions it seems desirable to make an analysis of the various ex­
penses incurred when selling stock at these markets, and to 
compare these expenses with those at other types of markets. 
The most advantageous market at which to sell livestock 
cannot be determined wholly by comparisons of selling ex­
penses. The farmer is primarily interested in net returns at 
his own farm after allowance for all expenses and labor. He 
must consider the selling price at each market; transportation 
and other marketing expenses; the net loss in weight from 
shrinkage; the loss from animals dying or becoming crippled 
in transit, and the convenience of marketing at each outlet. 
Information obtained in connection with this study does not 
permit satisfactory comparisons of all of these factors.
Charges for Selling Livestock at Auctions 
Rates charged for selling and methods of computing charges 
vary at different auctions. Charges for selling livestock are 
computed as a percentage of gross sales by 44 auctions includ­
ed in this study (see table 14). At the remaining four auctions, 
selling charges are a stipulated amount per head. At 41 auc­
tions the selling charges computed as a percentage 'of gross 
sales are the same for all species of meat animals. Rates vary 
among these auctions from 2i4 percent to 4 percent of the 
value of the animals, the most common rate being 3 percent.
Of the 44 auctions basing selling charges on a proportion of 
gross sales, 19 tend to reduce rates to some extent as the size 
of the lot increases. Three of the four auctions basing selling
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TABLE 14. NUMBER OF AUCTIONS CHARGING SPECIFIED COMMISSION 
RATES FOR LIVESTOCK
a. Of these, four auctions reported flat rates of commission of 3 percent except for 
minimum rates per head on individual calves, sheep or pigs of small value.
b. Includes one auction which also names minimum rates per head on individual 
calves and sheep of small value.
c. Of these, two charge 3 percent on cattle, calves, .and hogs while one charges 4 per­
cent on sheep and one 5 percent. One reduces commission to percent when 10 
or IS animals come from one consignor while the other has a minimum per head on 
calves. A third charges 4 percent on hogs and sheep, and percent on cattle.
d. One of these charges a uniform rate of SO cents per head on cattle, calves, and 
sheep, but deducts 25 cents per head for hogs. A second charges 60 cents for selling 
breeding hogs and 50 cents for selling feeder and fat hogs with reduced rates per 
head for larger quantities and for pigs. This auction applies the same rates to 
corresponding classes of sheep. The other two auctions have rates per head differ­
ent for each species.
charges on a per head rate also reduce commissions on larger 
lots. These reductions may be made on the basis of the aggre­
gate value of the lot, or on the number of animals in the lot, or 
a combination of both. Auctions follow no uniform procedure 
in reduction of rates on larger lots, the reduction being gen­
erally less than at public stockyards.
Where reductions are based on number of head, individual 
auctions use either 10 to 15 head, 20 head or a carload as points 
for application of lower rates. Where reductions in selling 
rates are based on aggregate value of animals sold, $500 is the 
dividing line for some auctions, whereas others reduce the rate 
at values of $100, $200 and $1,000. Some auctions make a sec­
ond reduction when the proceeds of a consignment of an indi­
vidual consignor are still further increased. Some auction 
operators may charge rates lower than those published.
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Charges for Selling Horses
At 30 of the 46 auctions for which information was available, 
charges for selling horses are made on a per head basis, and at 
16 the charges are based on a percentage of the sales value. Al­
though a few auctions charge flat rates per head for selling 
horses, most of them graduate their rates, which range from 
$1 to $3 per head or from 2 to 4 percent of gross sales at the 
different auctions.
Yardage Charges
Specific yardage charges are not made at any of the 48 auc­
tions studied. The yardage charge at these markets is included 
with the selling charge.
Feed Charges
Although three-fourths of the auctions reported a basis for 
charging for feed, many of them feed, but little of the livestock 
(page 313). Thirty-eight operators reported charges made 
for feed, while 10 reported that no feeding was done. Of the 
38 operators reporting feed charges, 27 stated the charge repre­
sented the cost of feed furnished. At some auctions feeding 
is limited to livestock brought in the previous day or earlier 
and to livestock not removed from the barn on the day of sale. 
Rates charged per day at the 10 auctions, reporting are shown 
in table 15.
TABLE IS. DAILY FEED CHARGE PER HEAD FOR DIFFERENT SPECIES OF 
LIVESTOCK, REPORTED BY 10 AUCTIONS.i
Charge per head 
per day (cents)
Number of auctions reporting
Cattle Calves Hogs Sheep Horses
4 1
5 1
10 32 2 2 3






Actual cost of feed 1 1 3 a 2
No rate given 6 4 3 4
Total 10 10 10 10 . 10
1. Some auctions do not differentiate sharply between cattle and calves and four 
use the same rates for both. There is no indication from reports that veal calves 
are fed at any auction.
2. One auction included here had a rate of IS cents per hundredweight for cattle 
above 400 pounds.
3. One auction included has 30-cent rate for cattle above 500 pounds.
4. Includes one auction where rate after first day is 25 cents per day.
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It is doubtful if the general practice of feeding all animals 
offered for sale at auctions is economically desirable. Some 
hold that it tends to simplify bidding by making the fill of the 
animals offered more nearly comparable. On the other hand, 
a full alimentary canal adds little to the immediate value of the 
animal. Experienced buyers usually are not fooled by the ex­
tent of the fill in animals. Moderate feeding for humane pur­
poses, and as an attempt to prevent excessive tissue shrinkage 
is Justifiable, particularly where animals have been transported 
long distances with little or no feed enroute.
Inspection Fees
A veterinarian is appointed to pass on the fitness of animals 
offered for sale at each community auction.5 In addition, the 
veterinarian assigned to an auction issues health certificates 
and quarantines for livestock and supervises cleaning and dis­
infecting of yards following each sale. Fees for this service are 
paid the veterinarian by the management of each sale, the 
amount usually being deducted from proceeds of the consignor. 
Uniform inspection fees6 are prescribed by the Iowa Depart­
ment of Agriculture, but in a few cases some difficulty has 
been experienced in obtaining wholehearted compliance with 
this order. The inspection fees prescribed are as follows:
H orses_____ ._______5 cents per head
C attle_______________ 3 cents per head
S h eep_______________ 2 cents per head
Hogs ______________  1 cent per head
Vaccination Fees
Stock hogs, feeders and breeding animals when not accom­
panied by a certificate showing that they have been vaccinat­
ed by a licensed veterinarian must be vaccinated with anti-hog 
cholera serum and virus before they can be returned to a 
farm. Hogs moving directly to a packing plant or to a public 
market for immediate slaughter are not required to be vac­
cinated.
5. Iowa State Department of Agriculture, Des Moines, Iowa, July 26, 1933. Regula­
tion 14-A, Section 4.
6. H. A. Seidell, Chief, Division of Animal Industry,-Iowa Department of Agri­
culture, letter of Nov. 24, 1934, to managers of livestock community sales and inspec­
tors in charge.
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The amount charged for vaccination at sale barns is often in 
excess of the fee charged by veterinarians elsewhere. This 
arises because the Iowa Department of Agriculture, to insure 
vaccination, requires that more serum and virus be used than 
the manufacturers suggest as being sufficient.
There is considerable variation in local arrangements pro­
viding for the payment of the vaccination service. Vaccination 
is paid for by the buyer at 22 auctions and by the seller at 13 
of the 38 auctions for which this information was obtained. 
At three auctions, the consignor absorbs the vaccination ex­
pense or not as he elects/but there is always a clear statement 
made at the time the hogs are sold as to which plan to use.
Insurance Premiums
Sixteen of forty-four auctions insure the livestock against 
fire while it is .in their care, the expense being assessed to the 
consignor. One auction which carries insurance absorbs the 
premium. Livestock is not insured at 27 of the auctions. The 
insurance premiums charged per head for each species of live­
stock, as reported by 16 auctions, are reported in table 16. Part 
of the variation may be due to differences in protection.
TABLE 16. INSURANCE RATE PER HEAD CHARGED FOR DIFFERENT 
KINDS OF LIVESTOCK, REPORTED BY 16 AUCTIONS.
Premium per head 
(cents)
Number of auctions reporting for
Cattle | Calves | Hogs Sheep Horses
2 2
1 3 3 10 8
m 1 i
2 5 4 3 5 2
3 5 5 1 1
5 2 10
10 2
Not given 2 1 1 1
Total 16 15 16 16 16
COM PARISON OF M AR K ETIN G  CHARGES AT AUCTIONS  
AN D  PUBLIC STOCKYAR DS
Comparison of Selling Charges 
Differences in rate structures and some variations in meth­
ods of handling livestock make it difficult to compare total 
marketing charges for livestock sold at auctions and at public 
stockyards. Selling charges at these markets may be compared 
satisfactorily. Representative auctions in Iowa, and the pub-
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lie stockyards at Sioux City, Omaha and Chicago will be used 
in making these comparisons.
Table 17 and fig. 9 show that expense per head for selling 
animals of low weight and low value through community auc­
tions is relatively less than similar expense for comparable 
livestock sold at public stockyards. Selling charges per head 
for all species of meat animals of low value in lots of 10, at a 
typical auction (auction A) are less than those at Sioux. City 
and Omaha (commission plus yardage).
On the other hand, charges per head for selling animals of 
high value in lots of similar size tend to be relatively high at 
auction A as compared with Sioux City and Omaha. This is 
particularly true for cattle and hogs; For calves, however, 
selling charges on animals of high value at the two types of 
markets are about the same; and for sheep the selling charge is 
slightly less at auctions. Charges for selling livestock at Chi­
cago are shown in the table.
Auctions apparently have given less attention to building 
rate schedules on a scientific basis than have public stockyards 
agencies, probably because historically, auctions began opera-
Fig. 9. Comparison of the rates for selling different species of livestock in lots 
of 10 head, at a typical auction and at Sioux City and Omaha.
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TABLE 17. SELLING CHARGES AT LIVESTOCK AUCTIONS AND COMPAR­
ABLE CHARGES (SELLING CHARGE PLUS YARDAGE) AT SPECIFIED 
■__________________ PUBLIC STOCKYARDS COMPARED.
Method of computing 
selling charges, and 
type of market





1 head | 5 head | 10 head | 20 head by rail
Cattle
Percent of Gross Sales: 
Auction A
$30 value @  3 percent .90 .90 .90 .90 .90$60 value @  3 percent 1.80 1.80 1.80 1.80 1.80Auction B
$30 value @  4 percent 1.20 1.20 1.20 1.20 1.20$60 value @  4 percent 2.40 2.40 2.40 2.40 2.40Per Head Basis:
Auction C (400 lbs. or over) 1.Ö0 1.00 1.00 .80 .80Auction D (over 400 lbs.) 1.00 .92 .82 .60 .60Sioux City (over 400 lbs.) 1.38 1.08 1.08 1.08 .83Omaha (over 425 lbs.) 1.39 1.09 1.09 1.09 .84Chicago (401-800 lbs.) '1.40 1.20 1.20 1.17^ 1.00
(801-1200 lbs.) 1.50 1.30 1.30 1 .2 7 * 4 1.10(Over 1200 lbs.) 1.60 1.35 1.35 1.32 ^ 1.15
Calves
Percent of Gross Sales: 
Auction A
$10 value @  3 percent ,30 -.30 .30 .30 .30$20 value @  3 percent .60 .60 .60 .60 .60Auction B
$10 value @  4 percent .40 .40 .40 .40 .40$20 value @  4 percent .80 .80 .80 .80 .80Per Head Basis: 
Auction C 
$10 value .50 .50 .50 .50 .50$20 value .80 .80 .80 .60 .60Auction D (to 400 lbs.) .50 .50 .50 .50 .50Sioux City (under 400 lbs.) .75 .60 .60 .60 .40Omaha (425 lbs. or below) .76 .61 .61 .61 .44Chicago (400 lbs .or under) .87 .77 .77 .74^ .59
Hogs*
Percent of Gross Sales: -
Auction A
$ 6 value @  3 percent .18 .18 .18 ^ .18 .18$20 value @  3 percent .60 .60 .60 .60 .60Auction B
$ 6 value @  4 percent .24 .24 . .24 .24 .24$20 value @  4 percent .80 .80 .80 .80 .80Per Head Basis: 
Auction C
$6 valuet .25 .25 .25 .25 .25$20 value .30 .30 .30 .30 .30Auction D
$6 value feeders .30 .30 .30 .30 .30$20 value! .50 .50 .50 .50 .50Sioux City .63 .38 .38 .38 .27Omaha .6 3 }4 M A 3 * 4 A 3*/2 .2i y 2
Chicago (Over 130 lbs.) .57 .47 .47 .47 .35(130 lbs. or under) .52 .42 .42 .42 .30
Sheep
Percent of Gross Sales: 
Auction A
$4 value @  3 percent .12 .12 .12 .12 .12
$9 value @  3 percent .2 7 .27 .27 .27 .27Auction B
$4 value @  4 percent .16 .16 .16 1 .16 .16$9 value @  4 percent .36 .36 .36 .36 .36Per Head Basis: 
Auction C* .30 .30 .30 .30 .30Auction D ! .35 .35 .35 .35 .35Sioux City .60 .30 .30 .30 .16
Omaha .59^ • 2 9 y Ü B .29^ maChicago ' .52 .43 .43 .38 .i 9 y 2
f  Auction C quoted 25 cents per head on shoats, 30 cents on gilts and 40 cents on boars. 
§ Auction D quoted 50 cents per head for sows or boars which is assumed to be equit­
able for slaughter animals also.
* Auction C quoted 30 cents per head on ewes which is assumed to cover fat lambs also. 
! Auction D quoted 35 cents per head on ewes which is assumed to cover fat lambs also. 
J Seventy-five pigs arbitrarily counted as carload.
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tions more recently. To what extent auctions could attract 
finished animals of large weight and high value by adopting 
rate schedules more nearly equal to the selling and yardage 
charges at public stockyards is a matter of conjecture.
Comparison of Buying Charges 
Farmers may personally purchase stockers, feeders and 
breeding animals without paying a buying charge at public 
stockyards and community auctions. In practice, however, 
most farmers make their own purchases at auctions, and when 
buying at public stockyards usually engage experienced agents. 
These agents charge commissions per head for making pur­
chases that on comparable lots of animals are about equal 
to the selling commission at those markets.
Comparison of Other Charges 
In addition to selling commissions at auctions, and their 
equivalent—selling commissions (sometimes also buying com­
missions) and yardage—at public markets, there are some ad­
ditional expenses at both places, one of which is feed. The ex­
penditure for feed at auctions is usually less than at public 
stockyards, not alone because of lower prices per unit, but also 
because at many auctions stock is not fed.
Of the remaining expenses at public stockyards, most of 
them are concerned with general sanitation and prevention of 
animal diseases.
FR EQ U EN CY OF H O L D IN G  SALES  
Most of the community auctions in Iowa hold sales regular­
ly once a week. A substantial number, however, are inactive 
during part of the year. Weekly horse sales in addition to the 
regular .sales of other livestock are held at 5 of the 48 auctions 
studied. Most of the auctions which hold weekly horse sales 
do so only, during seasons of the year when horses are sold m 
relatively large numbers.
PERSONNEL AT AU CTIO N S
The personnel required to operate individual sales depends 
upon the number and kind of animals; the arrangement of the 
barn and other facilities; the amount of services rendered, such
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as weighing-, feeding and watering, and the organization and 
management of the workers. The number ranges from about 
5 to more than 20 persons. The personnel may be classified 
into auctioneers, ringmen, yardmen, weighers and clerks.
Managers
Managers are responsible for the organization and operation 
of auctions. In case of single ownership the owner is usually 
the manager; in a partnership or an incorporated company one 
of the owners is usually designated as manager.
Auctioneers
The auctioneer acts as a representative of the auction com­
pany in publicly offering an article for sale, disposing of it to 
the person bidding the highest price. Auctioneers may accept 
bids directly from the bidders, or they may accept them from 
ringmen who have received them from the bidder. Although 
the auctioneer nominally acts as the seller, in a few cases de­
cision as to when to sell is determined by the manager who 
may serve as the principal ringman or assist the auctioneer.
The number of auctioneers at each of the sales visited varied 
from one to four, depending largely upon the volume of live­
stock to be sold. Some auctioneers specialize in selling one 
or more kinds of livestock.
Ringmen
Ringmen assist auctioneers, encouraging bidding, receiving 
bids and transmitting the bids to the auctioneers. They mpve 
the stock about in the ring and assist in moving the stock out 
of the ring after it is sold. The most common number of ring- 
men at a sale was found to be two.
Yardmen
Duties of the yardmen, sometimes called barnmen, are: To 
receive the stock from the consignor and properly account for 
it, to maintain the identity of the stock ownership; to yard the 
stock ^_to_route the stock into and out of . the, sale rings, and to 
and from the scales; to feed and water the stock if this service 
is rendered at the auction, ancLto release^and deliver the stork 
To. the buyers. The principal yardman at each sale is assisted 
by helpers, the total number ranging from 2 to 12.
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The weigher at a sale weighs the livestock after it is sold, 
keeps the scale in proper balance and keeps a record of weights 
of individual lots of livestock. He may be a member of the 
auction company or someone engaged for that purpose.
Clerks
There are two types of clerks: Listing or recording clerks 
and settling clerks. One person may perform both functions if 
the auction is small. Listing clerks keep accurate records of 
each lot of livestock sold. This includes a description or other 
identification of the lot, name of the consignor, name of-the 
buyer, price paid and the weight, if scales arc used.
Settling clerks obtain, from the listing clerks, the records 
of each lot sold and make the necessary computations to de­
termine the amount to be paid, and receive settlement from 
the buyers. They determine the amount of commission and 
other costs incident to selling, and deduct this from the pro­
ceeds before remitting the balance to consignors.
RECEIVING  AND H AN D LIN G  LIV E STO C K  
Careful and systematic checking in of the stock as it is re­
ceived from the consignor; corresponding careful and sys­
tematic checking out as the animals are delivered to the buy­
ers; maintenance of accurate identification during the entire 
time the animals are in the custody of the auction manage­
ment; proper handling of the stock in the barns or pens, and 
effective routing of the stock in and out of the sale ring during 
the time the sale is in progress, need to be given the same de­
gree of consideration as the selling and handling of the animals 
in the sale ring. All activities must be carefully coordinated for 
the most efficient operation of auctions.
Time for Receiving Livestock 
Selling at most auctions begins about 1 or 2 p. m. and most 
of the livestock is received at the barns before the sale begins. 
At auctions handling feeder cattle from ranges, such stock 
often arrives a day or so before the sale is held. This mak^s 
it possible to have the cattle fed, watered and rested, resulting 
in a better appearance at the sale.
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Method of Checking in Livestock 
When the stock is received at an auction a record is made 
of the number and kind of animals, with a brief description of 
each, and the name of the consignor. Each animal, or each lot 
of animals, is assigned a number for identification purposes 
which it retains until it is'removed from the barn after the 
sale. The number of the pen to which the stock is assigned 
also is recorded. In many cases the consignor is furnished a 
copy of this record.
Method of Identification
Most common method of identifying livestock is by using 
tags bearing the numbers assigned at the time of delivery. 
Hogs, sheep and cattle usually are numbered by pasting the 
tag on the shoulder, back or hip. They also can be marked by 
painting a symbol or number on them. Calves may be marked 
similarly, or the tag may be placed around the neck, fastened 
to the tail or tied to an ear. Animals, particularly horses, 
wearing halters, sometimes have the tag tied to the halter.
Assigning Livestock to Pens When Received 
Each pen at a sale barn is assigned a number. Stock of the 
same kind, belonging to the same consignor, is usually put in 
the same pen if the facilities permit. Individual animals, or 
small lots of cattle or veal calves furnished by two or more 
consignors, are often placed in the same pen. At several barns, 
the gate to each pen is fastened with a padlock after the ani- 
mais are enclosed to prevent them from getting mixed with 
others.
Assigning Livestock to Pens After Sale 
Each lot of animals upon leaving the sale ring is moved to 
the scale to be weighed. It is then assigned by yardmen to 
pens where it remains until removed from the »barn by the 
purchaser. Animals sold by the head move directly from the 
sale ring to the pens. Each lot is accompanied by a slip giv­
ing the name of the buyer, the number and kind of animals, 
price paid, weight (if sold by the pound) and sometimes the 
name of the consignor.
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Method of Checking out Livestock 
When the stock is paid for, the buyer is furnished a receipt­
ed bill which carries the identification of the animals purchas­
ed. This receipt when verified with the yardman s record is 
a claim check for the animals purchased.
Time of Removing Livestock 
Most livestock is removed from the barn after the sale is 
concluded, but some stock is removed while the sale is in pro­
gress. Some auctions permit livestock to remain at the barn 
until the following day, especially if it is late when the sale 
is over. At some auctions where barns are located in town, 
local ordinances require that all stock be removed from the 
premises immediately to avoid any disturbance at night.
FEED IN G  LIVESTO C K  BEFORE SELLING  
Table 18 shows the different feeding practices of the auctions 
studied. Although this tabulation is based on the general prac­
tice followed at each auction, some animals may be handled 
differently. Auction companies usually omit feeding and wa­
tering of livestock delivered late during the day of the sale 
and provide feed and water for animals delivered at the barn 




of auctions following each practice
No feed and water
Water only ---------
Feed and water __
Total





* Two of the auctions handle no sheep.
Veal calves are not fed at auctions, and other calves are 
usually handled the same as cattle. The feed given cattle is 
usually confined to hay, except in a few cases where consignors 
request the feeding of grain. The amount of feed given is 
moderate at some auctions where feeding is practiced, but at 
others attempts are made to obtain heavy fills.
M E TH O D  OF SELLING
The auction method of selling is not new as most people 
have had experience with it in some form other than at com-
41
Thompson and Bjorka: Community livestock auctions in Iowa
Published by Iowa State University Digital Repository, 1938
314
Fig. 10. Auction in operation.
munity sale barns. All auctions have certain common charac­
teristics :_Xhe articles are sold by an auctioneer, bidding- is 
public, and sale is made, to the one offering- the highest price.
AV^ hen the animal is brought into the sale ring it is accom­
panied by a slip or card giving the number assigned to it upon 
delivery, the name of consignor, the number of the pen which 
is occupied, and sometimes other information. This is furnish­
ed to the auctioneer and recorded by the listing clerk. When 
the animal is sold, the clerk adds the name of the buyer and the 
price paid, both to the card which accompanies the animal and 
to his own record. The card is returned to the yardman, and 
after the weight of the animal has been received, if the animal 
is weighed, the listing clerk forwards the complete record to 
the settling clerk.
Basis of Selling
It has been stated that of the 48 auctions studied, 38 were 
equipped with scales, and a substantial part of the stock was 
sold by weight (page 301). There is a. growing demand for 
the use of scale-s at auctions, and scales have been installed at 
several barns during the past 2 years. Installation of scales 
has been the result of demand on the part of farmers who feel 
that they are usually less qualified to estimate the weight of 
animals than are dealers.
Extent to which animals are sold by weight at auctions 
where scales are available varies somewhat with the kind of
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livestock. It also varies between individual auctions. There is 
a tendency at auctions having scales to sell by weight the cat­
tle, hogs and sheep which are puchased for slaughter. Breed­
ing animals and milk cows usually are sold by the head. 
Whether animals offered at auctions having scales are sold by 
weight or by the head is optional with the consignor. Some­
times animals being sold by the head also are offered, by the 
consignor, by weight, and sometimes the practice is reversed.
Bidding and the Handling of Bids
Bidding usually is started by the buyers, but at some auc­
tions where the operators or the auctioneers buy on their own 
account, one of them often starts the bidding. This may be 
done only when the initial bid is not forthcoming from the 
crowd, but at some auctions it is a constant practice.
Operators at 34 of the auctions studied stated that they did 
not attempt to maintain prices by bidding for livestock. Op­
erators at 14 of the auctions stated that they tried to protect 
the seller by bidding on stock if the price seemed too low.
In bidding, operators may have their own interests at heart 
fully as much as those of the sellers and the practice when 
followed is likely to create suspicion on the part of patrons.
How Consignors May Protect Themselves 
Against Low Bids
Consignors of livestock at auctions can readily protect 
themselves against bids which they consider unsatisfactory. 
This is done b y : Announcing when the stock is sold that the 
price is not accepted, the general procedure being to call out 
“no sale” ; indicating on the entry ticket the lowest price the 
consignor will accept, and bye-bidding, when consignors bid 
on their own stock. To refuse to accept the price offered was 
the common method followed at 2.1 of the 48 auctions studied. 
Some auctioneers announce “ fair warning to owner,” before an 
animal is sold to give him full opportunity to refuse the bid.
Indicating the minimum acceptable price on the entry ticket 
was practiced at 12 of the auctions. Fifteen operators report­
ed that consignors protect themselves by bidding on their own 
stock. Some have rules limiting this to a single bid and at a
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few auctions if the stock is “ bid in” by the consignor, he is re­
quired to pay $1 to the person whose bid he raises. At auc­
tions where consignors specify a minimum acceptable price, or 
refuse to accept the highest bid, they usually are not prohibited 
from bidding- on their own stock, but this practice tends to be 
followed to a very limited extent.
To permit consignors to bid on their own stock, particularly 
when it is not made known that they do so, appears to be an 
objectionable practice. Auctions where this is commonly done 
do not enjoy the full confidence of their patrons. At some auc­
tions the practice has been nearly eliminated.
Announcing Names of Consignors and Buyers
It is more common for auctioneers to announce the names of 
buyers than to announce names of consignors. The extent to 
which the names of consignors and buyers are announced at 47 
auctions is shown in table 19. Many auctioneess announce the 
names of some consignors but not all, and the same practice is 
followed in announcing the names of buyers. The consignor’s 
name is more likely to be announced if he is a farmer, especial­
ly if the stock sold is of relatively high quality. Also, names 
of the purchasers of stocker and feeder livestock are more like­
ly to be announced if they are farmers than if they are dealers. 
Names of buyers of slaughter livestock are usually announced 
whether they represent packers, or are buying on their own 
account.
At eight of the auctions studied the name of the consignor is 
recorded on a card which is posted on the pen containing the 
livestock offered for sale. One auction confines this to hogs. 
Posting the names of consignors tends to create confidence 
among prospective buyers.
TABLE 19. ANNOUNCEMENT OF NAMES OF CONSIGNORS AND BUYERS
AT SALES.
Method followed Number of auctions announcing names of
Consignors Buyers
Announce names of all _— _____ 3 26
Announce names of some but
not all - IS 18
Do not announce names _____  - 29 3
Total - ______________________ 47 47
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TABLE 20. COMMISSION CHARGED CONSIGNORS BIDDING IN THEIR OWN 
STOCK AT VARIOUS AUCTIONS








* Variations in rates were.reported as follows: Full amount is charged if price offered 
is reasonable; regular consignors do not pay but others pay full commission; usually 
one-half commission rate, but sometimes when bid is very low no charge is made; 
regular traders charged one-half commission, but others pay full commission; 1 or 
V / i percent to be determined by operator; adjusted according to price offered; one- 
half commission but regular traders are charged no commission; depends on case, 
usually no commission.
Charges Assessed Consignors “Bidding In” Own 
Stock or Refusing to Accept Bids Made 
The rates charged consignors who “ bid in” their own stock 
or who refuse to accept the bids made vary considerably 
among different auctions (table 20). At more than one-half 
of the auctions some charges are made, the most common be­
ing the regular commission rate.
Announcing Selling Price
The price at which livestock sells is generally announced by 
the auctioneer. This assists the clerk in maintaining accurate 
records of transactions, and eliminates misunderstanding be­
tween bidders and auctioneers relative to prices paid.
Operators Buying Livestock at Auctions and in the Country 
About one-third of the auction operators whose auctions 
were studied reported that they regularly buy livestock at their 
own auction: One-half of them also regularly buy in the coun­
try for resale at their own auctions. Some buy occasionally, 
but not often, either at the auction or in the country. As shown 
in table 21, of the 48 auctions, 20 operators reported they never 
bought at their own sales, and 14 reported that they did not 
buy in the country.
Many farmers object to auction operators buying livestock 
in the country to sell at their own auctions. There is the feel­
ing that stock belonging to auction operators receives more 
favorable attention than stock furnished by farmers.
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TABLE 21. AUCTION OPERATORS BUYING LIVESTOCK FOR THEIR OWN 
ACCOUNTS AT AUCTIONS AND IN THE COUNTRY FOR 
RESALE AT AUCTIONS.
Method followed
Number of operators buying:
At
auctions
In the country for 
resale at auctions
Buy regularly _ - - - 17 24
Never buy ___ —  -------- 20 14
Buy infrequently* _ -------- ----- - 11 10
Total _________________________ 48 48
* Operators buying infrequently include those which reported as follows: seldom; 
once in a while; not much; not as a practice; small amount; to a very limited ex- 
tent; buy for own use but not for resale, and for the purpose of protecting consig­
nors.
For auction operators to buy livestock at their own sales is 
often criticized. Some farmers, however, take the position 
that they are better protected if operators bid when prices are 
low than if bidding- is left entirely to outsiders. Auction op­
erators who buy livestock on their own account justify this 
practice on the ground that it assures them of an adequate 
supply at every sale. This tends to attract active buyers at 
sales, consequently benefiting consignors. For operators to 
buy livestock at their own sales may help to strengthen prices, 
but suspicion is easily raised on the part of patrons that they 
do so because it is to their own interest. The practice is diffi­
cult to keep within bounds, and confidence in auctions is there­
by weakened. Some auction operators consistently refuse to 
trade in livestock. It appears that auction companies are in a 
much stronger position in developing good will and confidence 
among farmers if they confine their activities to serving as 
agents for consignors.
Auctioneers Buying Livestock at Auctions 
About one-half of the auction operators contacted reported 
that one or more of the auctioneers .who conduct their sales 
buy livestock at the auction either occasionally or regularly. 
The other one-half reported that auctioneers never buy at the 
sale over which they preside. This information, classified sep­
arately for auctioneers who have financial interest in the auc­
tion and for those who have not, is presented in table 22. Auc­
tioneers are more likely to buy livestock at the sale they con­
duct if they have a financial interest in the auction than if they 
do not. It is more common for auctioneers to be owners or
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TABLE 22. BUYING PRACTICES OF AUCTIONEERS AT AUCTIONS, RELATED 
TO THEIR FINANCIAL INTEREST IN AUCTIONS.
Number of auctions n which auctioneer:
Method followed Has financial 
interest
Has no financial 
interest
Buy regularly ________ _____ 11 5
Never buy _____ 12 12
Buy infrequently* _ ___ 2 5
Total _ _ _ _ _ 25 22
* Auctioneers buying infrequently include those which reported as follows: only for 
own farm, only when he gets stuck with the bid, once in a while, and sometimes.
part-owners of auctions located in the Southern Pasture Area 
and Cash Grain Area. There appears to be little justification, 
for auctioneers to buy livestock at the sales which they con­
duct.
Livestock Sold According to Individual Ownership 
Livestock is sold at auctions according to individual owner­
ship. Whether animals are sold separately or in lots is option­
al with the consignor. Animals in a given lot which are rea­
sonably uniform in quality and weight'are usually sold togeth­
er. Hogs and sheep are sold in lots to a greater extent than 
cattle, and it is more common to sell feeder and stocker animals 
in lots than slaughter livestock. To offer two or three, or even 
more, fairly uniform animals in the sale ring and permit the 
buyer the option of taking his choice or taking all is not un­
common, except with large lots of feeders.
When livestock is sold in lots, it appears that animals are 
sorted more closely at auctions where scales are not available 
than at auctions where they are sold by weight. Feeder cattle 
from ranges are usually sold in carlots or in half-carlots.
Selling Livestock at Private Treaty at Auction Barns 
Selling livestock at private treaty at auction barns is usually 
not extensively done, although at some auctions it appears to 
be a common practice. These transactions include: (a) Sales 
made by farmers or dealers to auction operators; (b) sales 
made by farmers to livestock dealers; (c) sales made by one 
livestock dealer to another; (d) sales made between farmers.
Selling livestock at private treaty is specifically barred at 
two of the auctions studied. At the 46 auctions where it is 
permitted or tolerated, 44 require the payment of the $ame
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commission as is charged as if the stock is sold through the 
auction ring, and two auctions made no charge. Sale by private 
treaty at auction barns does not appear to be to the best inter­
est of the auction, and many farmers as well as some of the 
auction operators are opposed to the practice.
Order in Which Different Kinds of Livestock Are Sold
The order in which different kinds of livestock are sold dif­
fers among auctions. When miscellaneous articles are handled, 
the common practice is to dispose of them before the livestock 
is sold. Among the livestock, horses are usually sold first and 
these are often followed by hogs, sheep and cattle.
Selling of relatively unimportant miscellaneous articles at 
the beginning is a practice to which consignors of livestock jus­
tifiably object. Some farmers complain that the stock con­
signed by the auction company, or by dealers who are regular 
patrons, is usually sold first, and stock consigned by farmers is 
sold toward the end of the sale. This practice, however, does 
not appear to be general.
G U AR AN TEE M AD E ON A U CTIO N ED  LIVESTO C K
Auction companies do not guarantee the livestock they sell. 
Most of the horses and milk cows, however, and some of the 
breeding animals are guaranteed by the consignors. A repre­
sentative of the auction company usually examines the animals 
in the sale ring, or before the sale opens, and reports his find­
ings, the auction company being responsible for the accuracy.
The usual guarantee made by consignors of horses pertains 
to the condition of their eyes, wind, and the way they hitch and 
work. The age of the animal usually is reported on by the 
auction representative after inspection is made in the sale ring. 
The auction representative also calls'attention to any blemish 
which he may detect on the horse. At auctions where the 
sale of horses is relatively important, opportunity is given to 
hitch them to wagons.
If a buyer accepts a horse conditionally he pays the auc­
tion company for the animal, but the auction company does 
not settle with the consignor until the horse is fully accepted.
The guarantee by consignors of milk cows refers to the 
amount of milk the cow gives, the condition of her udder, how
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she behaves while being milked, and her age. The cow is also 
examined in the ring by a representative of the auction.
Animals Sold for breeding purposes are generally guaranteed 
to be good breeders. If the milk cow or breeding animal fails 
to meet the requirements of the guarantee the buyer has re­
course to the consignor. Some auction companies for a limited 
time withhold settlement to the consignor to permit the buver 
to more thoroughly test such animals.
Responsibility of Auction Companies 
Auction companies assume full responsibility for accounting 
for all livestock received on consignment and for delivering 
all livestock to purchasers. They also assume full responsi­
bility for financial losses which may result from accepting 
checks which cannot be redeemed. Consequently auction com­
panies tend to exercise caution in accepting checks from those 
whose financial reliability is not favorably known.
Auction companies receiving cash-for mortgaged property, 
even though they act in good faith, are liable for conversion.
Losses Sustained by Auction Companies 
Of the 48 auction operators contacted, 17 reported that they 
have had no losses. Data on financial losses obtained from 
operators are difficult to tabulate because some reported the 
losses for 1936, some reported the average loss per year cover- 
ing the period over which the auction operated, and sever­
al reported their total loss covering a variable period of years. 
Where losses have occurred the amount involved is usually 
small, $500 a year being relatively large.
Bonding of Auction Operators 
Operators of auctions in Iowa are not required to givp b ^ d s 
and none of those included in this study were bonded. Several 
of the operators^ interviewed, however, voluntarily expressed 
themselves in favor of requiring auction operators to be bond­
ed. Although actual losses are small, patrons would have full 
protection, and would also have more confidence in auctions 
if operators were bonded. The cost of a nominal bond would 
not be a burden to the auction company.
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M E TH O D  OF SE TTLEM EN T
Financial settlement between buyers and sellers at auctions 
is made through the auction company. Buyers pay the com­
pany the full amount of the purchase, and the auction company 
remits to sellers this amount minus expenses, previously men­
tioned.
Five auction companies reported that upon request they 
grant credit for a limited time to buyers of known responsibili­
ty. All other auctions require cash settlement.
Settlement is usually completed on the day of the sale, but 
two auctions report that the consignor is not paid until the 
following day. This plan is followed so as not to interrupt 
the accounting staff in completing the records of the sale.
SELLERS AND BUYERS AT AU CTIO N S
Data relative to the importance of different types of sellers 
and different types of buyers at auctions are not available 
from the records of the auction companies. Operators of 45 
auctions, however, made estimates of the proportion of stocker, 
feeder and breeding animals, and of slaughter animals of each 
class of livestock consigned by different types of sellers in 
1936. Similar estimates were also made of the proportion of 
each class purchased by different types of buyers. These esti­
mates are considered sufficiently reliable to indicate the ap­
proximate importance of each type of seller and buyer.
Types of Sellers and Importance of Each
Although farmers furnish most of the livestock at auctions, 
appreciable numbers are furnished by dealers, many of whom 
operate trucks. At the auctions, farmers furnished 64 percent 
of the cattle, 73 percent of the hogs and 84 percent of the 
sheep in 1936. The balance came from dealers, except for 
small numbers of hogs and sheep which were consigned by 
local cooperative marketing associations. The relative impor­
tance of each type of seller is shown in table 23.
Farmers consigned to auctions relatively larger proportions 
of the livestock bought for slaughter than of those bought as 
Stockers, feeders and breeding animals. Consignments by deal­
ers were the most important in the Southern Pasture Area.
In connection with this study, reports were obtained from
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TABLE 23. LIVESTOCK FURNISHED BY DIFFERENT TYPES OF CONSIG­
NORS AT 45 LIVESTOCK AUCTIONS, 1936.
Number of head Percent
Kind of livestock and 











Stockers, feeders and 
breeding animals
Farmers _ _ ___________ 154,555 209,491 27,182 61 71 82
D ea lers__  _ _ 97,292 82,914 5,998 39 28 18
Local cooperatives ___ 0 2,160 36 0 1 t
Total - . . . 251,847 294,565 33,216 100 100 100
Slaughter animals
Farmers ________________ 136,222 62,619 19,915 65 81 88
Dealers __ 68,869 14,906 2,776 34 19 12
Local cooperatives _ 230 0 0 t 0 0
Total . . . . 205,321 77,525 22,691 100 100 100
Total
Farmers __  ___ _______ 290,777 272,110 47,097 64 73 84
Dealers __ 166,161 97,820 8,774 36 26 16
Local cooperatives _____ 230 2,150 36 t 1 t
Total __  _______ 457,168 372,090 55,907 100 100 100
* Only 40 auctions furnished data on sales of sheep, 
t Less than one-half of 1 percent.
1,597 representative farmers in Iowa on the number of animals 
of different species of livestock sold at auctions, as well as the 
number sold at other types of markets in 1936. The summary 
of these reports is shown in table 24. These farmers sold 
45,742 cattle and calves, 133,932 hogs, and 26,933 sheep and 
lambs during the year. Of these, about 8 percent of the cattle 
and calves, 3 percent of the sheep and lambs were sold at auc­
tions. Except for veal calves, slaughter livestock was sold at 
auctions in relatively smaller numbers than stocker, feeder 
and breeding animals.
Total number of animals of each species of livestock sold 
at auctions in Iowa cannot be determined by applying the 
percentages derived from this sample to the total number of 
animals marketed from Iowa, as reported by the Bureau of
TABLE 24. PROPORTION OF LIVESTOCK OF DIFFERENT SPECIES SOLD AT 
























Cattle and calves 1 7.9 I 20.5 1.6 13.0 2.6 44.9 9.5 100.0
Hogs _ _ __" 3.0 28.8 11.3 29.6 6.9 16.4 4.0 100.0
Sheep and lambs 3.2 39.9 2.5 14.4 2.4 32.4 5.2 100.0
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Agricultural Economics. A portion of the stock these farmers 
sold to dealers was consigned by them to auctions, and some 
of the stock dealers bought at auctions was resold at another 
auction, consequently being counted more than once. Animals 
which they reported sold to other farmers were probably not 
accounted for as entering into commercial market channels, 
and therefore, cannot be directly related to data reporting mar­
keting of livestock from Iowa. The numbers, therefore, would 
not be comparable with the average numbers sold at 45 auc­
tions in Iowa as shown im table 22.
Some regional differences in the relative importance of auc­
tions and public stockyards as outlets for cattle, as reported 
by farmers, are shown in fig. 11. Farmers located relatively 
near the public stockyards, Sioux City and Omaha, sold a larg­
er proportion of their cattle through these markets, and smaller 
proportions through auctions than did farmers in the north 
central, central and south central parts of the state. Converse­
ly, farmers near public stockyards sold smaller proportions of 
cattle through auctions than did farmers in central Iowa. In 
eastern Iowa this situation also holds.
Types of Buyers and Importance of Each 
Purchasers of livestock at auctions are farmers, packer buy-
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TABLE 25. LIVESTOCK PURCHASED BY DIFFERENT TYPES OF BUYERS AT 
45 LIVESTOCK AUCTIONS, 1936.
Number of head Percent
Class of livestock 















Stockers, feeders and 
breeding animals
85 84Farmers ____ 210,649 251,156 27,810 84
Dealers and order buyers 41,198 43,409 5,406 16 15 16
Total __  __________ 251,847 294,565 33,216 100 100 100
Slaughter animals
Packers _____________ - 38,491 8,463 1,692 19 11 7
Dealers and order buyers 166,830 69,062 20,999 81 89 93
Total _________________ 205,321 77,525 22,691 100 100 100
Totals
50Farmers ____________ ___ 210,649 251,156 27,810 46 68
Packers _ _ _______ 38,491 8,463 1,692 8 2 3
Dealers and order buyers 208,028 112,471 26,405 46 30 47
Total _____________  -- 457,168 372,090 55,907 100 100 100
* Only 40 auctions furnished data on purchases of sheep.
ers, order buyers and dealers. As here used, “ farmers”, refer 
to operators of land whose purchases áre substantially limited 
to breeding- animals as replacement stock, and to stocker and 
feeder livestock; “packer buyers” are salaried employees of 
packing firms; “ order buyers” are dealers who make purchases 
for one or more packers and are paid commissions for their 
services, and “ dealers” are individuals who buy and sell live­
stock on their own account. The proportion of the different 
species of livestock purchased in 1936 by each type of buyer 
at the auctions studied is shown in table 25. The proportion 
of the cattle and calves furnished at auctions by different types 
of sellers, and purchased at auctions by different types of buy­
ers may be conveniently compared in fig. 12.
Of the stockers, feeders and breeding animals sold through 
auctions, farmers purchased more than 84 percent and dealers 
and order buyers less than 16 percent. Dealers took relatively 
larger proportions of these animals in auctions in the Southern 
Pasture Area and Western Livestock Area than at auctions in 
other parts of the state. This may indicate that the dealer sys­
tem is intensively developed for this kind of livestock in these 
areas, or it may reflect a temporary modification of the method 
of marketing resulting from the severity of the drouth.
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C A TT L E  4  CALVES
SELLERS BU YERS
H O G S
H§Í2SS===Kt-^ P a c k e r s -??“ ™8™ ” ™  
SELLERS BUYERS
SH E E P 4  L A M B S
SELLERS B U Y E R S
A G R IC U L T U R A L  E C O N O M IC S  
C H A R T  A - 3 7 1 3 2
IO W A  S T A T E  C O L L E G E
Fig. 12. Proportions of different 
kinds of livestock sold and purchased 
through auctions in Iowa by different 
agencies, 1936.
Only a few of the packers in 
Iowa have their own repre­
sentatives buying livestock at 
auctions, and the volume they 
purchase is comparatively small. 
Packers who buy at auctions are 
mostly small operators, who 
mostly limit purchases to veal 
calves. Iowa packers obtain a 
considerable supply of livestock 
from dealers, some of which is 
bought at auctions.
Farmers who reported on the 
kind and number of livestock 
sold in 1936 also furnished in­
formation on the livestock they 
bought during the year. The 
livestock they purchased com­
prised stockers, feeders a n d  
breeding animals. These farm­
ers bought 60 percent as many 
cattle as they sold, 23 percent as 
many hogs and 55 percent as 
many sheep. The relative pro­
portion of different species of 
livestock they bought at auctions 
and at other markets is shown in 
table 26. Feeding and breeding 
cattle and hogs were purchased 
by these farmers at auctions in 
considerable number, but they 
purchased relatively few feeding 
and breeding sheep and lambs.
Duplication of Services
Farmers tend to be disturbed by duplication of agencies in 
the marketing of any commodity for fear that it will increase 
the expense of marketing. Some services are apparently du­
plicated at livestock auctions. This is particularly the case
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TABLE 26. PROPORTION OF LIVESTOCK OF DIFFERENT SPECIES BOUGHT 










Cattle & calves - _ 23.1 11.8 40.4 24.7 100.0
Hogs _ ______ 23.3 14.6 8.6 53.5 100.0
Sheep & lambs ____ 6.5 26.9 40.4 26.6 100.0
with reference to the activity of dealers who both buy and sell 
substantial numbers at these markets. Dealers may purchase 
at auctions and resell to packers, or to farmers; they may 
purchase at one auction and resell at another auction; or they 
may purchase at a given auction and later resell at the same 
auction. Much of this speculative activity on the part of 
dealers, or on the part of the auction management, is undoubt­
edly detrimental to the best interests of the livestock industry, 
and to the auction company which is trying to obtain the pa­
tronage of farmers over a period of time.
Some possible channels through which the livestock sold 
through auctions may pass from the farmer to the auction, 
and from the auction to the packer who buys animals for 
slaughter, or to farmers who buy stocker, feeder and breeding 
animals are shown jn fig. 13.
Duplicating agencies at livestock auctions are not essential­
ly different from those found in connection with trading at 
public stockyards. Channels through which livestock may 
pass from the farmer to a public stockyard, and from the stock- 
yard to a packer, or to a farmer, are shown in fig. 14.
A TTE N D A N C E  AT SALES
Attendance at sales, as estimated by operators, is usually 
rather large. Only six auctions reported an average atten­
dance in 1936 of less than 200, whereas 11 estimated the aver­
age attendance to be 600 or more, as shown in table 27. The
TABLE 27. AVERAGE ATTENDANCE PER SALE IN 1936 AS REPORTED BY 
OPERATORS OF 43 AUCTIONS, CLASSIFIED ACCORDING TO THE 
NUMBER OF AUCTIONS IN EACH GROUP.







Total ____ --------------------- ------------ ------------------------------------- 1___________ j48
55
Thompson and Bjorka: Community livestock auctions in Iowa
Published by Iowa State University Digital Repository, 1938
328
AG RICULTURAL ECONOMICS C H AR T A - 37133 IO W A S T A T E  C O '• EGE
Fig. 13. Channels through which livestock may move when marketed through com­
munity auctions.
average attendance reported for the 48 auctions for that year 
was about 400. Sixteen auctions estimated a maximum atten­
dance at any one sale during the year of 1,000 or more, the larg­
est at a single sale being 3,400 people.
When attendance is relatively large, extra seats are provided 
at some auctions, but at others the overflow has to be content 
with standing room. At eight of the auctions studied, regular 
buyers were permitted inside the ring, but at 25 auctions no 
one except those conducting the sale was admitted.
Reports on the number of times auctions were attended by 
farmers, and the number of times they purchased and sold 
livestock at auctions in 1936 were obtained from 1,569 farmers 
in Iowa. The summary of these reports is presented in table 
28. Of these farmers, about 20 percent did not attend any auc­
tion sale in 1936. Forty-one percent attended from one to five 
sales each, and 18 percent attended 11 or more sales each, a
AGRICULTURAL ECO NO MICS CHART A-37134 IOWA ST A T E  C O LL E G E
Fig. 14. Channels through which livestock may move when marketed through pub­
lic stockyards.
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TABLE 28. FREQUENCY OF ATTENDING SALES, BUYING LIVESTOCK AND 
SELLING LIVESTOCK AT AUCTIONS IN 1936, AS REPORTED BY 









Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent; <
0
1
323 20.5 1010 64.4 1038 66.1
143 9.1 223 14.2 215 13.7
2 151 9.6 123 7.8 119 7.6
3 146 9.3 58 3.7 70 4:5
4 109 6.9 38 2.4 41 2.6
5 89 5.7 20 1.2 25 1.6
6 136 8.7 31 2.0 22 1.4
7 27 1.7 12 0.8 2 0.1
8 45 2.8 4 0.3 7 0.4
9 13 0.8 4 0.3 4 0.3
10 101 6.4 15 0.9 7 0.4
11-15 147 9.4 16 •' 1.0 11 0.7
16-20 54 3.4 9 0.6 6 0.4
21-25 27 1.7 1 0.1 1 0.1
26-30 20 1.3 2 0.1 0 0.0
31 & over 38 2.7 3 0.2 1 0.1
Total 1569 100.0 1569 100.0 1569 100.0
Average 6.7 1.4 1.1
few farmers attending- as many as one sale per week. During 
the year these farmers attended 6.7 auction sales each.
Farmers often attend sales when they neither buy nor 
sell livestock. The number of times these farmers reported 
that they bought and sold livestock at auctions in 1936 are 
also shown in table 28, About two-thirds of them neither 
bought nor sold livestock at auctions during the year. About 
6 percent bought livestock at auctions six or more times, and 
4 percent sold livestock that many times. On the average, pur­
chases were made at auctions 1.4 times per farmer, and sales 
were made 1.1 times per farmer during 1936. Attending sales, 
and buying and selling livestock at auctions were more com­
mon among farmers in the Southern Pasture Area than else­
where, and least common in the Northeast Dairy Area.
SERVING M EALS AND LUNCHES
Of the 48 auctions studied, 33 serve meals and lunches, 
whereas 15 do not. Accommodations for serving lunch at the 
barn are usually not provided when sale barns are located in 
or near the business section of town. Most of the cafes and 
lunchrooms in connection with sale barns are operated by the 
auction company, although some are operated by outsiders 
who pay the company for the concession.
57
Thompson and Bjorka: Community livestock auctions in Iowa
Published by Iowa State University Digital Repository, 1938
330
AD V ER TISIN G  USED BY AU CTIO N S  
All, except two, of the auctions studied make use of some 
form of advertising-, the most common media being- news­
papers (table 29). Of the 43 auctions which advertised in news­
papers, 22 used them exclusively, and 21 used them in connec­
tion with other media, chiefly the radio. Some limit newspaper 
advertising- to county papers, while others also use papers 
published in adjoining counties, or papers with a regional or 
state circulation. Radio, telephone, letter and price cards are 
also used, generally in combination with newspapers. No in­
formation was obtained on the amount each auction spent 
for advertising.
TABLE 29. METHODS OF PUBLICITY EMPLOYED BY AUCTIONS.
Method of publicity





Letters and price cards ___ ____________  _____  ________ 15
No publicity ________________________________________________ I 2
M ETH O D  OF TR AN SPO R TIN G  LIVESTO C K  
The truck is the most common type of transportation used 
for delivering livestock to, and removing livestock from auc­
tions. The extent to which truck and rail transportation was 
used for livestock handled at 46 of the auctions studied in 1936 
is given in table 30. This shows that rail transportation is 
used relatively more for receiving than for removing livestock.
A classification of auctions, based on the relative use of 
truck and rail transportation in 1936 is shown in table 31. 
Trucks were used exclusively for receiving livestock at 15 of 
the auctions, and for removing livestock at 14 auctions. At three 
auctions, less than 50 percent of the livestock handled was re­
ceived by truck. At none of these auctions was less than 70 
percent of the livestock removed from the barn by,truck.
The figures showing the relative proportions of livestock
TABLE 30. METHOD OF TRANSPORTATION USED FOR LIVESTOCK RE­
CEIVED BY, AND REMOVED FROM 46 AUCTIONS IN 1936, EXPRESSED 
AS PERCENTAGE OF THEIR TOTAL VOLUME.
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TABLE 31. PROPORTION OF LIVESTOCK RECEIVED BY AND REMOVED 
FROM AUCTIONS BY TRUCK IN 1936, CLASSIFIED ACCORDING TO 
THE NUMBERS OF AUCTIONS IN EACH GROUP.*
Percent of total 
livestock
Number of auctions
Received by truck Removed by truck
Less than 50 _ __ __ 3 0
50 to 59 _ . _ __ _ 2 0
60 to 69 __ ___ __ _ ___  . .  . 1 0
70 to 79 _____________________ 2 4
80 to 89 ________________________ 6 1
90 to 99 _______________________  _ 17 27
100 __________________________  . . 15 14
Total _ __ __ _ . 46 46
* The difference between 100 percent and the percentage shown in each group repre­
sents the percentage of livestock delivered to and removed from auctions by rail.
received and removed by truck and by rail represent estimates 
of the operators interviewed, except in a few cases where actual 
records were available of the number of carloads of stock re­
ceived and shipped by rail. The number of all cattle, calves, 
hog's, sheep and horses handled by each of these auctions was 
converted to single-deck carload equivalents7, and the number 
of carload equivalents of livestock transported by truck and by 
rail was determined separately for each auction.
AREAS FROM W H IC H  LIV E STO C K  IS R ECEIVED  
A T  AU CTIO N S
Some auctions obtain practically all of their livestock from 
the local trading- area of the town in which they are located, 
whereas others attract stock from a wider territory. To as­
certain the relative area from which livestock was obtained 
each operator was asked to estimate the percentage of live­
stock received from different distances. These estimates were 
made separately for stock received by truck and by rail.
Data for individual auctions were combined on the basis of 
carload equivalents in the same manner as were the data on 
livestock received by truck and rail, which was discussed in 
the preceding section. . The relative amount of livestock re­
ceived from different distances by truck and by rail at 35 auc­
tions was available are shown in table 32.
For these auctions combined, 68 percent of the livestock 
transported by truck was received from within an area of 25 
miles, 7 percent came from points more than 100 miles away. 
Practically all of the livestock received by rail at auctions was
7. In determining the number of carload equivalents of livestock the following 
conversion factors were applied: cattle 30; calves 75; cattle and calves (when reported 
together) 35; hogs 75; sheep 150, and horses, 15.
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TABLE 32. PROPORTION OF LIVESTOCK RECEIVED AT 35 AUCTIONS FROM 
VARYING DISTANCES, CLASSIFIED ACCORDING TO METHOD OF 
TRANSPORTATION.
Distance from which livestock came
Method of 














36 32 15 10 7
Rail ----------------------- - ! m
100
Total _______— . 31 ...28. 13 9 19 .
* Less than one-half of 1 percent.
transported more than 100 miles. Rail receipts represent large­
ly stocker and feeder cattle shipped from ranges, and some 
horses and drouth cattle coming from other states. Stock re­
ceived by truck from a distance of more than 100 miles primar­
ily constitutes animals which were moved from areas in the 
state where feed was limited to auctions located in areas where 
feed was more plentiful. Stocker and' feeder cattle and sheep 
may be expected to move in rather substantial numbers to 
auctions in Iowa from the range country, but they probably 
will be handled at only part of the auctions.
PUBLIC REGULATION AND SUPERVISION
W H Y  PUBLIC SU PERVISION OF A N IM A L  H EA LT H  
IS V IT A L
Because net returns to the farmer and the physical well­
being of his own family are largely influenced by the health of 
his livestock, he is concerned about provisions for disease con­
trol at community auctions as well as at other markets;
Information on the spread of diseases through auctions and 
through public stockyards was compiled from schedules fur­
nished by 1,597 farmers. Only a small proportion replied to the 
questions on disease. Of these, 215 stated that they knew of 
cases where disease had been spread through auctions, and 52 
reported that they knew of cases where 'disease had been 
spread through public stockyards. Since more than one farmer 
may have had reference to the same case, the information pre­
sented is somewhat difficult to appraise.
Control of disease is apparently more effective at most pub­
lic stockyards than at most community, sale barns. In no
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small degree this results from the fact that the construction 
of the floors of pens and alleys at many public stockyards per­
mits more effective disinfecting than is the case at many auc­
tions where a portion of all the floors consists of gravel, cin­
ders or ordinary dirt.
One of the most important factors, however*, in the control 
of disease is willingness of auction operators and local truckers 
to cooperate fully in maintaining thorough sanitation, and it 
appears logical that the state assume responsibility for super­
vision to achieve a uniform, high standard of sanitation.
SU PERVISIO N  OF A N IM A L  H E A L T H  BY IO W A  
D EPAR TM EN T OF AGRICU LTU RE
Since Aug. 3, 1933, all livestock community sale barns have 
been under the general supervision of the Chief of the Division 
of Animal Industry of the Iowa Department of Agriculture.8 
Sale pavilions or assembling places where animals are bought 
and sold must be under state supervision unless they are under 
federal supervision. No stockyard is under federal supervision 
when “ the area normally available for handling livestock ex­
clusive of runs, alleys, or passageways, is less than 20,000 
square feet.”9
Direct supervision of community livestock auctions has from 
the time this regulation became effective been exercised by a 
local veterinarian appointed for each auction by the State De­
partment, for the purpose of examining all livestock offered 
for sale. Uniform rates per head for inspection as set forth 
elsewhere have been established for this service (see page 305).10 
Inspection fees may be paid by thé management of the local 
auction, but as a general rule are charged to'sellers. Fees for 
vaccination of hogs and testing of cattle for tuberculosis or 
contagious abortion must be collected by the management of 
the auction when settlement is made for the livestock.
8. State supervision was, authorized by Regulation 14-A issued by the Secretary 
of Agriculture of Iowa on July 26, 1933, and made in accordance with Title IX, Code 
of Iowa, 1931. .
9. The Code of Laws of the United States of America in force Jan. 3, 1935, Title 
7, Section 202, p. 127.
10, Letter of Dr. H. 
ment of Agriculture, 
charge, Nov. 24, 1937.
A. Seidell,- Chief, Division of Animal Industry, Iowa Depart­
ió managers of livestock community sales and inspectors in
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Duties of Inspectors
Primary purpose of supervision at auctions is the prevention 
of disease. This supervision is patterned after the practices of 
disease control followed at public stockyards. The local in­
spector is required to : (a) Prohibit the sale of diseased ani­
mals, of animals which if sold would be detrimental to the 
livestock industry; (b) to issue health certificates and quaran­
tines for animals which should be kept apart from other live­
stock, and (c) to supervise the cleaning and disinfecting of 
the barn and yards of the" auction following each sale.
Vaccination of Hogs
Animals known to have been exposed to hog cholera, an­
thrax or swine erysipelas are not allowed to be sold at auctions. 
Hogs which go back to the farm as feeders or breeding animals 
are required to be vaccinated against cholera unless the seller 
furnishes a certificate signed by a licensed veterinarian to show 
that the hogs have been vaccinated for at least 30 days, or 
provides a suitable affidavit showing that the hogs have been 
vaccinated by the owner holding a layman’s permit. Veter­
inarians are authorized,11 however, to release without vaccina­
tion fat hogs weighing 180 pounds or over which go direct to 
market for slaughter.
Testing and Quarantining Cattle
All cattle offered for sale at community auctions in Iowa 
must be tuberculin tested unless they originate from accredit­
ed herds. A federal statute requires that cattle shipped to 
Iowa from other states must be accompanied by a certificate 
showing that they have come from a modified accredited area 
or that they have been tested for tuberculosis within 60 days 
prior to shipment.
Heifers, cows and bulls from other states that have not been 
agglutination tested for Bang’s disease before shipment, must 
go out under feeder’s affidavit and quarantine.12 They must 
be kept for feeding purposes only and must be maintained
11. Letter of Dr. H. A. Seidell, Chief, Division of Animal Industry, Iowa De­
partment of Agriculture, to all sales managers and veterinarians in charge of sales, 
Feb. 11, 1937,
12. Letter of Dr. H. A. Seidell, Chief, Division of Animal Industry, Iowa Depart­
ment of Agriculture, to managers of livestock community sales and veterinary inspec­
tors in charge, Oct. 8, 1934.
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apart from dairy or breeding cattle. Such animals must not 
be sold until a certificate has been filed by a veterinarian show­
ing a negative tuberculin retest and satisfactory agglutination 
test for Bang’s disease, or unless shipped to market for im­
mediate slaughter.
Dipping Sheep
To prevent the spread of scabies in sheep following recent 
outbreaks in 20 northwestern Iowa counties, an order was is­
sued, effective May 1, 1936, stipulating that community auc­
tions were not permitted to sell sheep originating in these 
counties unless they complied with the following conditions :13 
(a) All sheep sold through community sale barns must be ac­
companied by an affidavit on a form furnished by the Iowa 
Department of Agriculture showing that they have been own­
ed by the seller for not less than 30 days, during which period 
they have not been exposed to scabies, and that they are not 
now under quarantine; (b) sheep must be dipped in a lime 
sulphur or nicotine dip, under supervision of a qualified veter­
inarian, and (c) such sheep must be brought to the sale barn 
at least 24 hours in advance of the sale. The cost of dipping 
is assessed against the owner.
. ■- sgggfcg
SCALE IN SPECTION
In Iowa, each auction is required by the Weights and Mea­
sures Act to have its scales tested by the Iowa Department 
of Agriculture once every 6 months, for which a fee of $3 per 
inspection is charged. The owner may request additional in­
spections at his own expense. Upon complaint, scales will be 
inspected by the department. If found defective the owner 
must assume the expense, but if no irregularity appears the 
complainant must pay the fee.
PROPOSED CHANGES IN LE G ISLATIO N  IN IO W A
During the regular session of the Forty-Seventh General 
Assembly of Iowa, a bill14 was proposed, but did not pass, pro­
viding for the licensing and regulation of community sale
M M M  ■ M  A - Seidell> Chief, Division of Animal Industry, Iowa
inspectors in c £ ? g r A p r i i  16, ° f llVeSt0ck C(™ » i t y  sales and veterinary
14. House File 112, Feb. 4, 1937.
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pavilions, and the bonding of managers. It was proposed that 
the . . management keep an accurate record of the date of 
delivery, name and home address of the persons consigning or 
delivering livestock, poultry, or other articles for sale, the 
name of the owner and license number of car, truck, or trailor 
delivering consignment, date of sale and name of purchaser.” 
The bill also required that the manager of each auction be re­
quired to take out a surety bond for $10,000.
STATE TR AD E ASSO CIATIO N
A trade association of auction operators called the Auction 
Sale Pavilion Operators of Iowa was formed in April, 1933. 
The purposes of the organization are: (1) To mobilize the 
united efforts of auction operators in constructively solving 
problems confronting auctions; (2) to promote the auction 
sale industry; (3) to act as a clearing house for members on 
matters of mutual interest; (4) to influence legislation and 
regulations so that opportunities for successful development 
of auctions may not be hampered, and (5) to give assistance 
to operators that they cannot economically obtain elsewhere.
A full-time field secretary was maintained during the latter 
part of 1935 and the first half of 1936. Annual meetings of the 
state organization have been held, at which specific sugges­
tions were given on methods of complying with the retail sales 
tax and the social security act. Bonding and other questions 
also were discussed. Only part of the auction operators are 
members of the state organization, and since finances are lim­
ited the association does not maintain a full time secretary.
LE G ISLATIO N  IN O TH ER  STATES'
In addition to general legislation providing for the suppres­
sion and prevention of infectious and contagious diseases 
among farm animals, several states in recent years have ap­
proved specific statutes governing other aspects of livestock 
auctions, including the keeping of detailed records, bonding of 
auction operators, employing of bonded weighmasters, provid­
ing for service to all without discrimination, making unlawful 
the granting of rebates of selling charges, etc, A digest will
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be made of some important legislation on livestock auctions 
now effective in Indiana, Ohio, Minnesota, South Dakota, Il­
linois and Colorado.
In Indiana, a statute was approved in 1933 requiring auc­
tion operators to furnish a surety bond in the amount of $1,000. 
Another act, passed 2 years later provides that common car­
riers operating railroad cars, trucks and trailers which trans­
port swine for hire shall when required by a regulation of 
the state livestock sanitary board, or an order of the state 
veterinarian, thoroughly clean and disinfect such cars, trucks 
and trailers immediately after the swine arp unloaded at the 
point of delivery. Auction barns are required to make avail­
able suitable facilities, materials and services for cleaning 
tr.ucks. The charges for cleaning and disinfecting each truck 
are fixed at not to exceed 25 cents, and for trailers, 15 cents.
A livestock sanitation act became effective in Ohio, Sept. 1, 
1935, requiring that community auctions, as well as dealers 
and brokers, register with the state veterinarian. An amend­
ment to this act, passed in April, 1937, requires that any person 
or agency operating scales in connection with an auction mar­
ket shall employ a weighmaster bonded by a surety company 
in the amount of $1,000 unless the annual volume of livestock 
handled is less than the equivalent of 10 cars. The Ohio act 
requires that scales shall be inspected quarterly.
Minnesota has no Specific statutes dealing with the sanita­
tion of livestock community sales. In October, 1935, how­
ever, rules and regulations governing such sales were issued 
by the State Livestock Sanitary Board. A statute enacted in 
1935 which does not bear directly on auction operations does 
require operators who also engage in buying livestock to ob­
tain an annual license and to provide a bond for $2,000. Other 
provisions of this act require packing houses and concentra­
tion yards to use bonded weighers appointed by the state and 
to have their scales tested monthly, but these do not apply to 
community livestock auctions. Since 1854, however, auction­
eers at all types of auctions have been required by a general 
statute to furnish a surety bond for $1,000. Beginning with 
1895 auctioneers have paid an annual fee of $10.
In South Dakota, a legislative enactment became effective
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July 1, 1935, providing for the licensing of auctions. This law 
requires the payment of a $100 license fee and the furnishing 
of a surety bond by operators. Livestock auction companies 
are required to provide adequate facilities, and to furnish mar­
keting service to every person without discrimination. This 
statute was amended in 1937 to require that up to 25 percent 
of all inspection fees could be collected by the state to be used 
in supervising and regulating livestock auction agencies. The 
maintenance of a prescribed accounting system is required.
At the present time each auction must furnish a surety bond 
for not less than $3,000 to insure faithful performance of duties 
imposed by law, particularly the payment to consignors for 
livestock and to the state for inspection fee deductions. The 
amount of the bond may be increased by the State Secretary 
of Agriculture but may not exceed the average volume of busi­
ness of sales during the preceding 12 months.
Illinois has no statute dealing specifically with community 
auctions, but an order of the Department of Agriculture issued 
Oct. 1, 1936, requires that community sales obtain a permit, 
and also provides for general supervision of sanitation by the 
state veterinarian in that state.
In Colorado, an act applicable to the establishment and oper­
ation of livestock sale barns became effective May 1, 1937. This 
requires that any person, partnership or corporation engaged 
in the operation of a livestock sale ring within the state pro­
cure a license from the State Board of Stock Inspection Com­
missioners, for which an annual fee of $25 is p^id. The opera­
tor .must provide a bond of $1,000. Sanitary standards are 
prescribed, and cleaning and disinfecting is under the super­
vision of an authorized veterinarian. The scales used are under 
the supervision of the weights and measures laws of Colorado. 
All livestock is required to be inspected for iron brands, paint 
marks and ear marks before being offered for sale. A small 
fee is charged the consignor for this service. The operator of 
each auction is required to guarantee to the purchaser the 
title of all livestock sold through his sale ring. Records must 
be kept of the kind of livestock sold, the marks and brands 
on each animal, the price paid and names of buyers and sellers. 
Records are open for inspection by the supervising agency.
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CONCLUSIONS AND GENERAL APPRAISAL 
OF AUCTIONS
As a result of a detailed study of a representative group of. 
community livestock auctions in Iowa, and the examination 
of related data, some conclusions regarding auctions have been 
reached. These conclusions will serve as bases for appraising 
some of the more important functions and activities of live­
stock auctions as community marketing institutions.
LIV E STO C K  DISEASES AND SA N IT A TIO N
State supervision aims to establish and develop effective 
control of diseases at auction barns. The general provisions 
formulated by the Iowa Department of Agriculture for at­
taining this result seem to be well considered and reasonably 
satisfactory. A local veterinarian is in charge of the adminis­
tration of these regulations at each auction. It appears that 
some of the veterinarians exercise their duties with great care 
and diligence where others perform their duties less effec­
tively. Some auction operators cooperate with the local vet­
erinary inspectors more wholeheartedly than others. For these 
reasons it is apparent that some variation is found in the effec­
tiveness of disease control at different auction barns.
Prevention of disease, however, does not depend wholly on 
the ability and efficiency of the local veterinary inspector, nor 
upon the willingness of the auction operator to. carry out the 
instructions of the inspector. A major difficulty is found in 
the fact that most of the auction barns have some floors and 
alleys consisting of cinders, gravel or dirt, and these cannot be 
thoroughly disinfected. Barns and pens could be more effec­
tively cleaned and disinfected if concrete floors were used.
Even if auction barns and yards are satisfactorily cleaned and 
disinfected, there is danger that trucks engaged in hauling 
livestock, particularly those used for commercial hauling, may 
sometimes be sources of infection and carriers of disease. After 
transporting animals exposed to, or infected with disease, 
trucks should be cleaned, washed and disinfected under state 
supervision. There is reason to believe that auctions have 
sometimes been accused of spreading diseases that actually 
were spread by means of infected trucks.
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Auction operators should insist on rigid sanitation to pre­
vent the spread of disease, and also for the protection of their 
own industry. The financial success of livestock farmers whom 
they are to serve, is dependent to a large extent on the health 
of their animals. If auction operators are aggressive in main­
taining adequate sanitation, discriminating farmers are more 
likely to consider auctions as desirable places at which to buy 
stocker, feeder and breeding- animals.
TR AD IN G  A C T IV IT IE S BY LIV E STO C K  DEALERS AND  
T H E  A U CTIO N  M AN AG EM EN T
Buying and selling livestock on thé part of livestock dealers, 
and on the part of the auction managements have become so 
important at a few auctions that these markets serve largely 
as clearing houses for their operations. Bye-bidding on the 
part of dealers, auction managements or their friends is also 
practiced extensively at some auctions.
Auction managements appear to be in a much sounder posi­
tion in creating confidence and developing good will if they 
adopt the policy of neither selling nor buying livestock on their' 
own account, if they establish a standard for trading which 
tends to do away with bye-bidding, and if they reduce to a 
minimum the strictly speculative activity of livestock dealers. 
Sellers are fully protected when given the privilege of refusing 
to accept the highest bids made.
SCHEDULES OF COM M ISSION RATES A T AU CTIO N S
Commission rates now charged at most auctions do not en­
courage consignments of the more valuable animals, nor of 
larger lots. It appears these commission charges at these auc­
tions will need to be revised if they are to attract such con­
signments. .
K EEPIN G  SU ITABLE RECO.RDS
For the most part operators of community auctions have 
adequate records of livestock received and sold as well as of 
receipts and expenses connected with each sale, for satisfactor­
ily handling current transactions. Some operators have taken a 
further step and enter the summary for each sale in a cash
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journal making- periodic and annual totals of financial trans­
actions which enable them to operate their enterprises more 
effectively. In addition to such financial summaries some 
operators keep summary records containing totals for each 
sale showing the number and kind of each species handled with 
weight when available, and other pertinent information. De­
velopment of more adequate and more uniform records would 
aid many individual operators in the conduct of their business.
FEED IN G  PRACTICES AT AU CTIO N S  
To follow the general practice of feeding livestock before 
it is offered for sale appears to have little merit. Feeding adds 
to the expense of marketing at auctions. The practice, if fol­
lowed, is known to buyers, and the extent to which animals are 
filled is taken into consideration by them when making their 
bids. A moderate amount of feed, however, should be given 
animals which are delivered previous to sale day.
PRO VID IN G  SCALES A T  AU CTIO N S  
Scales should be provided at all auctions and selling by 
weight should be encouraged. It seems desirable to require 
that scales at auctions be inspected more than two times per 
year as is now done by the State Department of Agriculture.
BONDING OF A U CTIO N  OPERATORS  
Although losses resulting from fraudulent practices on the 
part of auction companies have been negligible, requiring them 
to provide suitable bonds would give" consignors more ade­
quate protection in case losses occur. It would also tend to 
build confidence among farmers in auctions. The cost of bonds 
of nominal size would not be a burden on auction companies.
AU CTIO N S AS C O O PER ATIVE ENTERPRISES  
The cooperative form of organization probably is not well 
adapted to the development of agencies operating exclusively 
as community livestock auctions. In cooperative undertakings 
the existence of a significant economic need and common inter­
est is of supreme importance. At this time, the important 
service of most community livestock auctions normally ap-
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pears to be that of acting as a clearing house for locally produc­
ed stockers, feeders and breeding animals. This means that 
a cooperative organization would have the responsibility of 
conducting sales to the mutual satisfaction of both buyers and 
sellers which would be no easy task. Neither is it clear that 
sound cooperative philosophy can be harmonized with the role 
of the auctioneer whose primary duty . consists in acting as 
agent fdr the seller.' : .
Whether the function, of serving only as a clearing house 
for stocker, feeder and breeding animals would in many com­
munities provide a sufficient volume of business to economical­
ly carry necessary expenses is important. In addition, a rela­
tively large investment is required for adequate facilities in 
conducting auctions and this Creates a large element of risk. 
Another large hazard is possible misunderstanding which may 
result if there should be outbreaks of disease among animals.
If auctions were undertaken cooperatively for handling live­
stock, their field of-service might be largely confined to stock­
er, feeder and breeding animals. In such cases it would logical­
ly follow that members woqld utilize the services of, their co­
operatives for handling all animals of these classes. Only by 
that method could the organization move systematically to­
ward its goal of economical and efficient service.
Slaughter animals marketed in Iowa far exceed stocker and 
feeder animals in aggregate value. At present, packer pur­
chases at auctions are relatively small. Packers might find it 
profitable to expand their purchases at auctions if they could 
bid on larger lots. Mingling animals of the same class, grade, 
and weight selection might facilitate such operations, but 
would also raise complicated problems for the management.
It might be possible, however,'for farmers of a community, 
including an area large enough for pertingnt economies, or­
ganized cooperatively for systematizing the flow of all their 
livestock, to sell some animals direct , to slaughterers or 
through public stockyards, and seasonally to conduct auctions 
for facilitating the local exchange of local stockers, feeders and 
breeding animals as well as to aid their members to some ex­
tent in the procurement of such animals from the range states.
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PROBABLE FUTURE OF LIV E STO C K  AU CTIO N S
Although the development of auctions in Iowa was greatly 
stimulated by the low prices for livestock which prevailed dur­
ing the depression years, and by the uneven distribution of 
feed resulting from recent drouths, the fact that many auc­
tions were already operating before the depression set in must 
not be overlooked. It is very probable that the number of auc­
tion markets in Iowa would have increased since 1930 even if 
the depression and drouths had not appeared, but this increase 
would probably have been smaller than that experienced.
During the period when the number of auctions increased 
sharply, many were established where no economic need for 
them existed, and others were sponsored by inefficient and in­
experienced operators. A substantial number of these are 
struggling for existence and may be expected to discontinue 
operation within the next few years. It appears, that the 
number of auctions operating in Iowa reached a peak in 1936.
New auctions probably will be established during the next 
few years, but this number probably Will be exceeded by the 
number going out of business, thereby decreasing the num­
ber in operation. In the future, it seems probable that a few 
auctions will handle substantial volumes of feeder cattle from 
the range, and that a few will handle considerable volumes of 
slaughter livestock. Most of the auctions in operation, how­
ever, probably will serve principally as local clearing houses 
for immature, unfinished stock and for breeding animals.
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